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ABSTRACT
This is a case study of an Indian squatter community located on 
the periphery of Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia. It focuses on the 
efforts of its residents - an ethnic minority and part of the urban 
poor - to survive in the city. The emphasis is on how they have 
actively, and often quite ingeniously, adapted to and dealt with 
the myriad of constraints confronting their lives. In particular, 
their responses to the need for shelter, livelihood and forced 
resettlement have been examined. Despite their disadvantaged 
social and economic status, the Indians studied are not powerless 
victims. Rather they have actively defended and furthered their 
interests as best they can. In these endeavours many have been 
moderately successful. This study found that the flexibility 
offered by the squatter settlement facilitated a gradual 
improvement in their socio-economic status. Further, it highlights 
the heterogeneous economic status of the Indian settlers and the 
differential impact forced resettlement has had on them. Also, the 
case study emphasizes the need to deepen our comprehension of 
squatters and their efforts to help themselves. Given the sheer 
dimensions of squatting throughout Third World cities, this 
understanding is critical especially when outside agencies 
intervene in the squatters’ lives. The stereotype of squatters as a 
static, powerless people entrenched in a homogeneous blanket of 
poverty is a very distorted image. By tracing the journey of the 
Indian settlers to, and within, the squatter settlement and their 
forced resettlement, this dissertation presents a far more dynamic 
picture. Like an increasing number of Third World squatters, the 
Indians studied are people in transition.
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PART ONE
CONTEXT AND BACKGROUND

CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
This thesis aims to improve our understanding of, and present a somewhat 
different perspective on, Third World squatters. As will be elaborated, squatters 
have often been portrayed as a powerless group manipulated by external forces 
beyond their control - the flotsam filling the city’s interstices. For many the term 
‘squatter settlement’ still conjures up images of uniformly poor communities 
surviving under deplorable conditions. All too often we are offered only a 
snapshot of their lives, frozen in place and time. These images leave us with 
little comprehension of who these people are, where they come from, where 
they are going, and, most importantly, how they adapt to urban life.
An alternative perspective, and that adopted in this study, sees squatters in a 
much more complex and dynamic way: as heterogeneous people with differing 
needs and varying levels of well-being; as active and empowered agents often 
capable of negotiating with the power structure and ‘working the system’ to their 
advantage; and finally, as people in transition - on the move - in rapidly 
changing urban environments. It sees their settlements as the physical 
manifestation of peoples’ efforts to gain a foothold in the city and carve out a 
niche from which they can attempt to gradually improve their living 
circumstances.
In presenting such a perspective this thesis focuses on a case study of the Indian 
residents of ‘Kampung Mariyamman - a squatter settlement located on the 
outskirts of Kuala Lumpur. 1 It examines their success in adapting to city life and 
the role residency in the kampung has played in this process. Many other 
scholars have highlighted the positive function of squatter settlements in migrant
uMariyamman' is a pseudonym used to identify the squatter settlement. 
‘Kampung’ is a Malay term used to designate a village or, in the urban context, 
a neighbourhood or community.
3adaptation to city life.2 The case study of Kampung Marly amman s Indian 
settlers attempts to build on this work. It does so, however, in a far more 
dynamic way by following through the fortunes of the settlers as they journey 
from their place of origin to the squatter settlement, as they struggle to establish 
and consolidate their positions within it, and finally, as they deal with forced 
resettlement after a Government decision to redevelop the area into a housing 
estate. This process of transition which the case study addresses, is presented 
schematically in Figure 1.1 below.
WITHIN MALAYSIA 
MOVEMENTS INTO THE 
KUALA LUMPUR CONURBATION
MOVEMENTS WITHIN 
KUALA LUMPUR TO 
THE KAMPUNG
TRANSITIONS WITHIN 
THE KAMPUNG
7 I \
MOVEMENTS OUT OF 
THE KAMPUNG 
v  (RESETTLEMENT) /
Figure 1.1: The Transition Process
2 See for example: Mangin, 1967; Turner, 1968, 1976; Rosser, 1971; 
Hollnsteiner, 1975, 1977; Cornelius, 1976; Lomnitz, 1977; Lloyd, 1979; Dwyer, 
1979; Drakakis-Smith, 1981; Gilbert and Gulger, 1982; Johnstone, 1984; Rajoo, 
1985; Azizah Kassim, 1985; Jellinek, 1987; Hardoy and Satterthwaite, 1989.
4Unlike the present study, little research has focused on the life paths of squatters 
through their transitional stages. Moreover, this thesis examines a settlement 
which itself is in transition. When research commenced Kampung Mariyamman 
was in the process of phased demolition, with more than half its Indian residents 
having been resettled elsewhere, enabling the researcher to also examine how 
the squatters were affected by forced resettlement.
At a more general level this thesis also aims to increase our understanding of 
‘Indian squatters’ in Malaysia and their integration into urban life. To date there 
has been very little research focused on this section of Malaysian society (see 
Chapter Three). The case study attempts to fill this gap by examining how one 
group of Indians, disadvantaged by their race and class, have made the transition 
to city life and dealt with the problems of shelter, livelihood and forced 
resettlement. Being part of an ethnic minority their struggles are particularly 
significance. Suryanarayan (1982:36-51), has argued that the Indian community 
in general ‘is the most disadvantaged ethnic group in Malaysia today’. While 
poverty and inequality cut across ethnic boundaries, it would seem that Indian 
Malaysians do face particular constraints. Not the least of these is their historical 
predominance in the poverty stricken plantation sector, from whence the vast 
majority of Mariyamman s Indian settlers have come.
1. PERCEPTIONS OF SQUATTERS
Numerous studies have offered a variety of explanations and insights on 
squatters and their settlements. What is of interest to this study is the way in 
which they have been perceived. Two opposing streams of thought are evident. 
The first presents a somewhat negative view of the function of squatter 
settlements in the urban setting, and a rather deterministic and victim-oriented 
perception of the squatters. The second stream of thought presents a much more 
positive perspective on such settlement and a picture of the squatters as active 
and empowered agents, capable of transforming their lives and environment. 
Within and between each of these extremes, different perceptions abound. The 
following discussion explores some of them and their relevance to this study.
5Negative Perceptions
As highlighted by Dwyer (1979:199):‘spontaneous settlements were almost 
universally condemned as chaotic misery belts, populated by poverty-stricken 
migrants fresh from the countryside who were ripe for revolution’. Descriptions 
of squatter settlement were couched in such terms as ‘tin can cities’ infesting 
cities of every developing country and as the ‘urban sickness’ of Third World 
cities (Juppenlatz, 1970:12). They were seen as ‘decrepit slums lacking in basic 
amenities’ and as ‘obstacles to good civic design’ (Berry, 1972:83). These 
negative perceptions were most starkly revealed in the punitive actions of 
governments towards squatters. In city after city squatter settlements were 
cleared, demolished and eradicated - the evicted residents forced to relocate 
elsewhere (see for example: Hasnath, 1977; Fänger, 1978; Juppenlatz, 1970; and 
Perlman, 1976). The squatters were often seen as being ‘marginal’ to society as 
a whole, trapped in their own ‘culture of poverty’.
The concept of ‘marginality’ was applied to squatters and the urban poor, 
particularly in Latin America.3 Here squatters were often seen as being marginal 
to ‘main-stream’ society in social, economic, cultural and political senses. Lack 
of integration into the wider society, its norms, institutions and values, often 
resulted in negative perceptions of such settlements and their inhabitants. 
Squatters were seen as being deviants, operating outside the norms of the 
dominant societal formation. Economically, they were perceived as non­
productive and a drain on the economy; politically as either apathetic or a 
potential source of instability. Socially they were viewed as people carrying a 
weight of traditional norms and values from their rural origins, hindering their 
adaptation to urban society. From these perspectives the issue often became one 
of how to integrate squatters into society.
The concept of a ‘culture of poverty’, was also applied to squatters.4 It was a 
conceptual model devised by Oscar Lewis (1961, 1966) in his attempts to
3 For a review of the concept of marginality as applied to squatters and the 
urban poor in general see: Perlman, 1976; Lloyd, 1979:60-62; Eckstein, 
1976:110-112.
4 While Lewis was not focusing on squatters per se but rather on slum 
dwellers, many people subsequently used or referred to his model in their 
studies of squatters (see for example: Jocano, 1975; Perlman, 1976; Azizah 
Kassim, 1985).
6understand and explain the life style of the urban poor in Mexico City, New 
York and Puerto Rico. Lewis identified some 70 traits that characterized people 
caught in the culture of poverty. He described them in terms of four dimensions: 
‘the relationship between the subculture and the larger society; the nature of the 
slum community; the nature of the family; and the attitudes, values and 
character structure of the individual’ (Lewis, 1966:21). People in the culture of 
poverty were also characterized by: their non-integration into the major social, 
economic and political institutions of society; their minimal levels of community 
organization beyond the family, which itself was seen to be unstable; and by 
individuals experiencing chronic unemployment and underemployment, low 
wages, inability to save, and strong feelings of fatalism, helplessness, 
dependence and inferiority. The culture of poverty was seen as being ‘both an 
adaptation and a reaction of the poor to their marginal position in a class- 
stratified, highly individuated, capitalistic society’ (Lewis, 1966:21). More 
significantly, Lewis argued that the traits of individuals in the culture of poverty 
are perpetuated from generation to generation to the extent that children, having 
absorbed them, are no longer able to take advantage of improving opportunities 
that might later develop in their lifetime. This conceptual model viewed the poor 
as being essentially unable to improve their situation by themselves - though 
change was felt to be possible when political and economic structures were 
transformed.
The notion of marginality was also linked to more structural interpretations of 
urban poverty, inequality and ‘underdevelopment’, including the concept of 
dependency (see for example Quijano, 1974; Lomnitz, 1977). The squatters were 
often seen as being marginal, surplus labour, outside the formal economy. 
Lomnitz defined ‘the core group of marginality’ on the basis of two features: it 
lacks a ‘formal articulation or insertion in the urban industrial process of 
production’ and ‘it suffers from chronic insecurity of employment’ (Lomnitz, 
1977:13). She described the ‘marginals’ as living like crabs: ‘they inhabit the 
interstices of the urban industrial system and feed on its waste’(Lomnitz, 
1977:208). Socially those seen as being marginal were labelled within such 
terms as the ‘informal sector’, the urban proletariat, lumpenproletariat and 
working class (Leeds, 1977:1). Marginality and urban poverty in this perspective 
were perceived as being rooted in the structure of the society and its system of 
production rather than in peoples’ inherent cultural attributes (Johnstone, 
1979:25).
7The structuralist approach as outlined by Johnstone (1979: 23-27), argued that 
urban poverty and its associated manifestations, including squatter settlement and 
housing shortage, were emerging from the dominant system of production - 
capitalism - which inherently produced inequality. Attention was focused away 
from the individual squatter to the structure of the society in which they were 
located. Thus the fate of the urban poor was seen as having been shaped by 
structural forces rooted in the national and international political economy. 
Marxist and other structurally orientated scholars, however, have increasingly 
explored the integration rather than the marginality of those previously labelled 
as marginals, into the total economic structure (Lloyd, 1979:61). Thus, according 
to Leeds (1977:16), the ‘very people referred to as marginal (the squatters)...are 
integrally part of the capitalist system ...indeed are structurally generated by it’. 
Perlman (1976:242-243) also found that the squatters she studied in Rio de 
Janeiro were socially, culturally, economically and politically, well integrated 
into their society, albeit in a manner which was detrimental to their own 
interests. Socially, she found that the squatters were well organized and made 
wide use of urban institutions. Culturally, she found them to be optimistic and 
aspiring to improve their lives. Economically, she found them to be hard 
workers participating in the urban economy as both consumers and producers. 
Politically she saw them as being neither radical revolutionaries nor apathetic, 
but rather actively involved in those aspects of politics of relevance to their 
lives.
Building upon this perspective Perlman (1976:258-62) outlined how the 
favelados or squatters she studied in Rio de Janeiro serve the wider social and 
economic system. In particular, she argues they do this economically by 
providing a cheap workforce, socially by providing a useful scapegoat for a 
range of societal problems, and politically through their conformity and 
dependency on government which makes them ripe for manipulation from 
above. Perlman (1976:191) saw the political activities and beliefs of the 
squatters as almost perfectly matching the needs of the larger societal system:
The profile of the falevados we have drawn in terms of awareness, 
involvement, conformism, and powerlessness-dependency, portrays a 
social group readily accessible to control and manipulation from above. 
Although the favelados do take an interest, and have participated in 
each political era to the extent demanded of them, they have never 
wielded any real power or had autonomy over their own lives...
8Reinforcing this point, she concludes her study of squatters in Rio de Janeiro by 
stating that what happens to the favelados is almost entirely dependent on global 
economic and political trends and that ‘they can in no sense be regarded as the 
agents of their own destinies’ (Perlman, 1976:261).
But can we really say that these people have never wielded any real power or 
autonomy over their lives and, more seriously, that they are in no sense the 
agents of their own destinies? While Perlman has soundly dispelled the ‘myth of 
marginality’, in doing so she has also essentially left us with yet another myth - 
the squatters as powerless victims exploited and manipulated by forces beyond 
their control. The most striking example of this in her opinion was in the impact 
of the massive favela removal and resettlement schemes. In fact most of those 
who have researched these resettlement schemes in Rio (including Perlman, 
1976; Salmen, 1969; Leeds, 1972; Rush, 1974), have portrayed the squatters as 
being victims trapped in housing schemes from which they could not escape. 
But is this really a valid assertion? Valladores (1978) presents us with a very 
different interpretation. Her study of squatter resettlement programmes in Rio de 
Janeiro found that while they had drastic effects on the families involved many 
of the favelados were able to work the system to their own advantage. They did 
not simply become passive victims of the political and economic manoeuvres 
forced upon them.
It would seem that there is a need to further explore the degree and manner in 
which squatters are able to act in their own interests within the structural 
constraints bounding their existence. Indeed, a number of scholars have focused 
on the responses of squatters to their life circumstances and situations within the 
wider societal context. In a study of the adaptive strategies and survival 
mechanisms used by squatters in one ‘shanty town’ in Mexico City, Lomnitz 
emphasized the constraints of the wider social structure on their lives 
(1977:208). But in a more positive vein she also emphasized and explored the 
responses of the squatters in relation to their marginal position. In particular she 
revealed how the social resources of these people (reciprocity and kinship 
networks) were converted into economic security:
Since marginals are barred from full membership in the urban industrial
economy they have to build their own economic system. The basic
social economic structure of the shantytown is the reciprocity network.
This is not a social group or institution; rather, it is a social field
9defined by an intense flow of reciprocal exchange between neighbours. 
The main purpose of a reciprocity network is to provide a minimum 
level of economic security to its members (Lomnitz, 1977:209).
In a similar vein Azizah Kassim (1985) has also emphasized that squatters are 
not merely passive victims of either the wider societal system or of a ‘culture of 
poverty’. Her study of Malay squatters in one kampung in Kuala Lumpur, 
focused on local level politics and the struggles of the squatters to ‘cope’ with 
urban life. She concluded that it was:
...wrong to assume that the squatters are ineffectual actors in the urban 
scene. They are a force which influences government decisions 
especially in matters relating to policy on squatting. Some of them 
resisted eviction, fought the authorities and won. They show sufficient 
ingenuity in exploiting the system and in devising strategies to hinder 
the authorities from implementing the law fully (Azizah Kassim, 
1985:6).
Other scholars focusing on squatters have also offered more positive 
interpretations of their responses and it is to these perspectives that we now 
turn.
Positive Perceptions
A more positive perception of squatters was precipitated through the work of 
Stokes (1962), who made a clear distinction between unsuccessful and 
successful impoverished settlements, and later the work of Abrams (1964), 
Turner (1968) and Mangin (1965, 1967). Turner and Mangin both strongly 
advocated that squatter housing was a self-help activity and contributed 
positively to the problem of shelter provision. This perceptual shift focused 
attention on the responses of the squatters. It saw squatter settlements as a 
reflection of the rational efforts of people to help themselves.
Mangin’s seminal research on the barriadas of Lima has played a pivotal role in 
dispelling or questioning a number of myths and misconceptions surrounding 
squatters (Mangin, 1967). While he viewed the culture of poverty as an 
important idea, applicable to some people in certain older squatter settlements 
and inner city slums, he felt that it did not apply to the majority of squatters:
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Despite their poverty ... they are not alienated, hopeless people caught 
in a vicious circle of poverty...I am always suspicious of the 
characterization of any population as apathetic, and it is certainly an 
inappropriate term for squatter settlements (Mangin, 1967:91).
Rather than being socially disorganized, Mangin (1967:79) found squatters to 
have strong family and kinship relationships and to be socially and economically 
well integrated into city and national life:
They keep up with the news, become sophisticated about how to 
manipulate the national and international bureaucracies, play off political 
parties, and become real estate and legal specialists.
Rather than being a drain on the economy, he argued that squatters were making 
contributions in the areas of investment in housing and land improvement, in the 
job market both outside and within the settlements, in the proliferation of small 
scale enterprise, and in the intangible social capital invested in the creation of 
squatter communities. Rather than housing a radical revolutionary force, he 
concluded that squatter settlements ‘were overwhelmingly composed of poor 
families who work hard and aspire to get ahead legitimately’ (1967:71).
Further studies of squatters, mainly in Latin America but also throughout Asia 
and Africa, reinforced Mangin’s findings.5 His conclusions were similar to those 
of Perlman (1976) who, as outlined, also found the squatters to be well 
integrated into society. But whereas Perlman and other more structurally- 
orientated scholars saw squatter settlement as maintaining the inequitable status 
quo, Mangin had a more positive perception. He saw the formation of squatter 
settlements as being ‘a popular response to rapid urbanization in countries that 
cannot or will not provide services for the increasing urban population’ (Mangin, 
1967:67). He felt they were the solution to the complex problem of rapid 
urbanization and migration combined with housing shortage. In fact Mangin 
(1967:67) has presented us with a rather radical interpretation of squatter 
settlement representing a fundamental process of social reconstruction:
In their study of the Polish peasant in Europe and America, Thomas 
and Znaniecki (1920) viewed situations of great change and
5 See for example: Lloyd, 1979; Peattie, 1968; Perlman, 1976; Rosser, 1971; 
Laquian, 1971; Azizah Kassim, 1985; Ross, 1972. Much of this work was also 
aimed at dispelling the conventional wisdom of the marginality and culture of 
poverty perspectives.
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disorganization not as "mere reinforcement of the decaying 
organization," but as "...a production of new schemes of behaviour and 
new institutions better adapted to the changed demands of the group; 
we call this production of new schemes and social institutions social 
reconstruction." I, too, see the squatter settlements as a process of social 
reconstruction through popular initiative.
Other studies of squatters throughout the Third World also emphasized the 
positive functions served by squatter settlement. Thus Rosser (1971:129) argued 
that, far from being ‘cancerous growths of intolerable sanitation’, the bustees of 
Calcutta were serving at least six major functions of importance to the 
urbanization process as a whole. These included: provision of affordable 
housing; acting as reception centers for migrants; employment creation in family 
and cottage industries; mobility and proximity in relation to employment; strong 
social support systems; and encouragement of small-scale private 
entrepreneurship in the field of housing development.
The work of Turner (1968, 1971) was also seminal in presenting a radically 
different and positive perception of squatter settlements and the actions of the 
squatters. As Ward described it:
Turner absorbed in Peru the lessons offered by illegal squatter 
settlements: that far from being the threatening symptoms of social 
malaise, they were a triumph of self-help which ... evolved over time 
into fully serviced suburbs, giving their occupants a foothold in the 
urban economy (in Turner, 1976:xxxii).
Turner saw the squatters not as powerless victims but rather as people with 
different needs and priorities, who were actively engaged in the process of 
helping themselves within the constraints of their life situation. Families of 
various socio-economic situations and levels of well-being were found to have 
different priorities with regard to location, tenure and amenity of their dwelling 
environment. He argued that it was only by focusing on the ‘existential’ 
functions of housing in peoples lives, that it was possible to understand their 
differing priorities and choices with regard to shelter (Turner, 1971:9-11). Three 
basic needs or roles associated with housing were identified; security, 
opportunity and identity. Different income groups make a trade-off between 
these needs which are reflected in their choice of dwelling, its location and level 
of amenity. In the Lima context, he hypothesized that people from the lowest 
income sector, the ‘bridgeheaders’ who were frequently recent migrants to the
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city, would give much higher priority to locations which allowed them to earn 
income than to having secure tenure or a highly amenable living environment. 
In contrast higher income groups, or ‘consolidators’ who were more established 
in the city, would give greater priority to having a better living environment and 
security of tenure than to location (Turner, 1971:10).
Rather than seeing the squatters as stagnating in their own poverty, his work 
highlighted that many were actively engaged in the process of consolidating 
their positions. Squatter housing was seen as providing people with greater 
flexibility and potential for improving their situations. In accordance with their 
income level squatters could gradually improve their living environments (Ward, 
1982:175). The policy implication stemming from Turner’s work was that 
governments were best advised to ‘help the poor to help themselves by 
facilitating spontaneous self-help, and by sponsoring aided self-help schemes 
such as squatter upgrading....and site and service schemes’ (Potter, 1985:99).
Attempts by Governments and organizations, such as the World Bank, to ‘help 
the poor help themselves’, however, were often not founded on any real 
understanding of how the poor had been helping themselves in the first place. 
Despite the recognition of, and interest in, harnessing the ingenuity of the 
squatters, very few scholars actually examined in detail the processes of 
consolidation within such settlements (Ward, 1982:175). The dynamics of self- 
help and consolidation were poorly understood and often misconceived. This 
was reflected in the subsequent failure and mixed success of aided self-help 
projects implemented in squatter settlements throughout the Third World (see 
Gilbert and Gugler, 1982:101-107). Site and service projects in Asia, Africa and 
Latin America failed in many cases to appreciate the importance of location in 
relation to home, work and transportation (Laquian, 1977). They also frequently 
failed to appreciate the heterogeneity of the squatters affected in terms of such 
aspects as income, employment and tenure status within the settlements. Thus, 
in the case of squatter upgrading programmes, it was often assumed that all 
members of a settlement would ‘participate’ in such programmes and benefit 
equally from such involvement. Gilbert (1987: 56-75) has shown that this 
assumption is not a valid one. Improvements within a settlement were shown to 
have differential effects on residents. Moreover, a study of a self-help project in 
Mexico city revealed that it offered opportunity ‘only to those who were already 
somewhat advantaged economically’ (Stepick and Murphy, 1979:377).
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One of the few studies which has examined the dynamics of consolidation 
within squatter settlements was carried out by Ward (1982). He found that the 
degree and rate of dwelling improvement, within and between different 
settlements, was a product of peoples’ incomes and their ‘differential 
involvement in the wage economy’ (Ward, 1982:206). He also emphasized that 
not all squatters are able to improve their circumstances or experience upward 
socio-economic mobility:
There remains a significant proportion for whom potential improvement 
via self-help is severely restricted. For them the structural nature of 
poverty that operates at the national level... intervenes to inhibit the 
potential success of self-help housing (Ward, 1982:202).
In fact a major criticism of the work of Turner was that he failed to see the 
housing problem as a ‘structural condition of the capitalist mode of production’ 
(Burgess, 1982:77). Self-help approaches were thus criticized for removing 
attention from the social, economic and political context in which squatter 
settlements developed and for maintaining the inequitable status quo. Marxists 
saw self-help as aiding capitalist development and rationalizing mass poverty 
(Potter, 1985:99).
But ‘self-help’ as implemented in these projects bore little resemblance to 
Turner’s conception of this process. To understand this we need to appreciate 
that at the heart of Turner’s work was a fundamental critique of the values and 
organization of society and, in particular, of the ability of centrally administered 
systems to adequately meet peoples’ existential needs, including those related to 
housing:
Believers in heteronomy, from the corporate-capitalist right to the state- 
capitalist left, are bound to ... see squatter-settlers of the Third World 
either as an aberration and a cancer or as a symptom of injustice, to be 
removed by force in either case with bulldozers and police or by 
chopping off and changing the heads of state. On the other hand, those 
who have little confidence in the housing capability of centrally 
administered systems will see the signs of an alternative future in 
the...burgeoning squatter-settlers of the Third World (Turner, 1976:xiv).
Turner (1976:53) argued that the larger an organization was or the more 
centrally managed it became, the more likely there would be a mismatch 
between peoples’ housing priorities and the house they got. Since peoples’
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housing needs are different and vary over time depending on the stage of their 
life cycle and their level of economic well-being, large organizations producing 
standardized products would never be able to adequately meet their housing 
needs. He therefore argued for ‘autonomy’ in building environments and ‘self 
determination at the local level where a person still retains his or her identity’ 
(Turner, 1976:xiii). It was in this sense that he defined ‘self-help’ and saw it 
operating in the autonomous efforts of the Third World squatters to house 
themselves. His conception of housing was also far broader than reference to a 
physical dwelling. He saw it as a much wider process of fulfilling existential 
needs which encompassed a range of elements including the environment, 
services, local community organization and small scale activities (Nientied and 
Van der Linden, 1985:317).
The concept of ‘self-help’, however, was frequently distorted down to squatters 
playing a major role in the construction of their dwellings. This in turn led to a 
narrow focus on housing. Self-help may be more constructively considered as a 
dynamic process which relates to the attempts of individuals to improve many 
aspects of their life situations. Building a house, or organizing someone else to 
do it, is but one component of this broad process. The significance of the 
concept is the implication that all people are capable of acting in their own 
perceived interests. What is then of essence are the constraints which limit such 
action. But regardless of what constraints exist, and however they might be 
defined, be it as the capitalist structure of the economy or lack of an adequate 
income, people will still strive to help themselves as best they can within the 
context of their particular life situations.
2. A MORE BALANCED PERSPECTIVE 
Research Approach
This thesis, by focusing on a case study of one Indian community in urban 
Malaysia, attempts to present an alternative view of squatters in light of some of 
the differing perspectives outlined above. What I labelled as being more 
negative perspectives, both those that attributed marginality and urban poverty to 
individual traits and those which attributed it to the structure of society, have 
essentially conveyed the image of squatters being powerless victims, exploited
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and manipulated by forces beyond their control. The culture of poverty 
highlighted the persistence of poverty to the cultural attributes of the poor. In 
contrast, the structuralist view highlighted the causes as well as persistence of 
poverty to factors external to the individual and located in the structure of 
society. Both perspectives are based on highly deterministic models of people 
which give little regard to their potential, however small or large, for being 
active agents capable of influencing and even transforming their external 
environments.
Perspectives which have sought to understand, label and describe the squatters in 
terms of their relationship to some underlying economic structure have, as noted 
by Lloyd (1979:213), given us a very ‘static picture of man in his society. He is 
located solely according to his present economic status with reference to neither 
his previous position nor to any status to which he is aspiring’. These 
perspectives have also tended to present squatters and the urban poor as 
homogeneous blocks of - lumpenproletariat, proletariat, petite bourgeoisie and 
working class - rather than as socially and economically heterogeneous people, 
striving in different ways and with different levels of success to better their 
lives.
As noted by Portes (1972:286) the actions and responses of people are only 
‘structurally determined to the extent that individuals continuously look for the 
most efficient way of improving their positions within the limits and the barriers 
created by the existing social and economic organization’. But in emphasizing 
only the structural barriers, the efforts of people to negotiate within and 
around them have received little attention, particularly from more structurally 
oriented scholars. From their perspective it might be deduced that these people 
have ‘so little control over their lives’ that it is not worth the effort of exploring 
them (Lloyd, 1979:10). Similarly they might argue that such a focus removes 
attention from the underlying structural causes of urban poverty, inequality and 
squatter settlement.
Another view offers a far less deterministic picture of squatters and man in 
general. This view, articulated by Lloyd (1979:213), sees man as a strategist:
...continually making choices between alternative courses of action. He 
seeks to understand the world in order to control it, and in so doing he 
both enhances his understanding and changes the world.
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While it is by no means the intention of this study to ignore the societal 
structure underpinning the existence of squatter settlements, and in particular the 
lives of the people under study, it is important to focus on the squatter 
settlement residents and their efforts to deal with their life situations. Before one 
can understand these efforts, however, one must first examine the wider social, 
economic and political context in which they occur. Indeed, many of the more 
positive perceptions of squatters outlined above have neglected this crucial 
dimension.
Rather than seeing squatters as passive victims or all powerful actors, this study 
views them as people ‘negotiating’ their existence in the urban setting. This term 
has been used for a number of reasons. Firstly, because it is an empowering of 
the individual. It does not carry the assumption that the squatters are totally 
powerless, manipulated by external forces. At the same time it does not go to 
the opposite extreme of implying that they are totally capable of effecting 
improvement in their lives. It also conveys a sense of the existence of obstacles 
which have to be ‘negotiated’ in some manner by the individual. It thus provides 
a somewhat neutral lever by which the dynamics of peoples’ actions to help 
themselves and each other can be explored within the wider social and 
economic context in which they occur. Secondly the concept of ‘negotiation’ 
reinforces the existence of other factors, people or parties being involved. The 
squatters are not acting in isolation but rather are confronting and dealing with 
other people, institutions and societal forces. The question then becomes: in 
what context are they negotiating, with whom and with what purpose? Exploring 
this tells us something not only about the squatters but also about their 
relationship to the wider society and their integration into it. To understand 
squatters it is necessary to understand the forces ranged against them including 
the government bureaucracy. Government response to squatters can vary 
enormously. The nature of their policies and programmes (lenient versus harsh 
for example) can be a crucial variable affecting the ability of squatters to 
consolidate their position - a point which Ward (1982) appears to have 
overlooked in his study of factors influencing squatter consolidation.
This thesis also seeks to present a far more dynamic picture of squatters. As 
noted by Jellinek (1987:9), most studies of the urban poor fail to convey any 
sense of change. Frequently we are presented with only a ‘snapshot’ picture of
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peoples’ lives, taken from the perspective of a single place and moment in time. 
The element of transition in work situations, homes, relationships, socio­
economic status and physical circumstances, is often ignored. Yet the lives of 
the shanty town dwellers are by no means static. Households expand and 
contract with incoming relatives, new births, deaths and the departure of 
offspring and other members to new locations. Jobs held can be lost in times of 
recession or at the whim of an employer. Houses built and gradually improved 
in the squatter settlement can be destroyed by a ravaging fire or fatal brush with 
the bulldozer. Those living in the squatter settlement today can be gone 
tomorrow.
Wider Significance
The sheer dimensions of squatter settlements warrant attention being focused on 
the people whose actions and energy lie behind them. Indeed the actions of 
squatters have not only come to dominate much of the Third World urban 
landscape, they have also radically transformed it.6 The perspective adopted in 
this research is that squatter settlements can be seen as a physical symbol of the 
struggles and effort of millions of people to help themselves - that is to 
establish a niche within the city from which they can negotiate their existence 
and survival. These struggles and efforts are manifest in the proliferation of 
squatter settlements throughout cities in Asia, Africa and Latin America. In city 
after city, they have become an integral part of the physical, social and 
economic fabric of the urban landscape. Indeed ‘the fastest and most dramatic 
process of urbanization in human history is taking place in the squatter 
settlements and slums of the metropolitan areas of developing countries’ 
(Granotier, 1980, cited in Castells, 1983:175).
By the 1970s squatters comprised almost half the population of Mexico City, 
around one-third of the population of Rio de Janeiro, and at least a quarter of 
the populations of Lima and Santiago (see Perlman, 1976:12). In Africa 
squatters comprise almost one-third of Lusaka’s population (Bryant, 1980:77) 
and 40 per cent of Nairobi’s (Amis, 1984:89). Throughout Asia squatters have
6 Aside from the sheer physical dimensions of squatter settlements throughout 
most Third World urban centres, it might also be argued that squatters in their 
choice of residential location and in their efforts to consolidate their living 
environments, have heavily influenced and even directed the shape, pattern and 
nature of urban development.
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been found to comprise between 10 to 30 per cent of the population in major 
cities (Ramanujam, 1986:55). In the case of Kuala Lumpur it has been estimated 
that the squatter population grew between 1974 and 1980 at an average annual 
rate of 10 per cent and that by 1980 they comprised 25 per cent of the city’s 
population (City Hall, 1984:115). Indeed, it is not surprising that Mangin saw 
such settlement as comprising a fundamental process of social reconstruction.
Squatter settlements are also the most visible manifestation of an intensifying 
crisis of urbanization. This crisis consists on the one hand of immense 
population growth in Third World cities and on the other of insufficient 
resources or willingness to accommodate and service the needs of the ‘newly 
arrived and native urbanites, particularly those with low incomes’ (Leeds and 
Leeds, 1972:1). If we are to further our understanding of this so called ‘crisis’ 
let alone deal with it, we must also understand the people within such 
settlements. Attempts to date by the state and other organizations to deal with 
squatter settlement, as previously outlined, have frequently been implemented 
with little understanding of the squatters affected and their efforts to help 
themselves. Yet without an understanding of these people, their needs, values 
and mechanisms for maintaining themselves in the urban setting, it is difficult to 
imagine that appropriate responses to them on the part of governments will ever 
be formulated.
3. METHODOLOGY
The thesis is based on a case study of squatters from one kampung on the 
outskirts of Kuala Lumpur. A case study approach has both limitations and 
virtues. Focusing as it does on a unique setting and situation, it does not allow 
for the generation of causal inferences about social phenomena. The population 
under study is not statistically representative. But this does not preclude the 
potential for a case study testing or clarifying ‘existing notions and theories, 
pointing out inadequacies of existing approaches, refining new relations among 
variables’ (Jesudäsan, 1987:33). Case studies also have the potential for 
complementing macro-scale research with both quantitative and qualitative detail 
(Epstein, 1975:37). It is only through an in-depth study that we can come to 
grips with many aspects ignored, missed or overlooked in wider, less focused, 
studies which often rely solely on survey questionnaires or theoretically abstract
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approaches. This study, therefore, hopes to provide a much needed complement 
to other research which has taken a broader and more macro-perspective on 
squatters.
Fieldwork
Fieldwork for this study was carried out in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, between 
May 1987 and June 1988. The first two months were spent exploring as many 
squatter settlements in and around the city as possible, conducting library 
research and interviews with various people. In July 1987 the Indian quarter of 
Kampung Mariyamman was selected as the research focus. The selection of this 
particular settlement was guided by a number of criteria. The first was that the 
research would focus on Indian squatters. Most research on squatters to date in 
Kuala Lumpur has either been of a very general nature or concentrated on 
Malay and Chinese squatters. The paucity of research on Indians is 
understandable given their minority status.
The second requirement was that the kampung be well established. This would 
allow for investigation not only of the historical formation of the settlement, but 
also the responses of the squatters which stimulated its development. 
Specifically, interest centred on: how the squatters established themselves in the 
settlement; how they got access to land, housing and community facilities; 
survival strategies employed by households; and the degree to which the Indian 
settlers had been able to consolidate their positions.
The third criterion was preference for a squatter community experiencing 
external pressures - such as the threat of demolition by urban authorities. This 
would provide an opportunity for exploring how the squatters negotiated their 
positions with each other and the government. Kampung Mariyamman met all 
the criteria set. Not only was it well established, it was also in the process of 
being demolished in accordance with the latest government policy being directed 
towards squatters in the Federal Territory.
An extensive investigation was made of Mariyamman s Indian residents. This 
included both those still residing in the undemolished section of the kampung 
and those who had been resettled from it in 1986, into temporary longhouse 
accommodation nine kilometres away. Support and approval for the research to
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be undertaken was first obtained from the Indian squatter leader. Then contact 
was established with particular families in the settlement. This process was 
eased with the assistance of the leader who introduced me to around 20 
households in the settlement. In one of these households I met Devi (not her 
real name), a young woman who was to become my main confidant, assistant 
and general helper. She was residing in the kampung with her brother’s family. I 
soon established a strong relationship with her household, which became the 
base for much of my work within the kampung. With Devi’s assistance I 
explored the kampung and was introduced to more households. As she and 
many other people I met also had relatives who had been resettled out of the 
kampung in the longhouse accommodation, I was also able to make contact with 
the resettled portion of the community. Soon after research commenced I 
realized that there was no way contact could be established with all the 
remaining households in the settlement and all those resettled. I therefore 
embarked on a strategy of getting to know and being accepted by Devi’s family 
and expanding my contacts from there.
Most data collected came from a variety of sources including: participant 
observation; a formal survey questionnaire covering 200 households, with 
follow-up in-depth interviews being conducted with 54 households; informal 
discussions with numerous people within and residing in close proximity to the 
squatter settlement; formal and informal talks with kampung leaders, local 
politicians, relevant government officers and people working for the private 
developer responsible for the demolition and redevelopment of the settlement.
Extensive time was spent with the Indian settlers in the kampung, in the 
temporary longhouse settlement and, towards the end of the fieldwork, with 
those resettled into low-cost flats built on the redeveloped kampung site. While I 
did not live full-time in Kampung Mariyamman, most of my days were spent 
there. On numerous occasions I also stayed overnight with my research 
assistant’s family. Given that the population being studied was located in two 
areas separated by a distance of nine kilometres, it was easier to locate myself 
in between them. It might also be added that it would have been difficult to find 
accommodation within the kampung had I been intent on staying there. There 
were few houses which had spare rooms. Indeed, in many households the living 
room was used as a sleeping place at night time.
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Survey Questionnaire
A formal survey of 200 households was conducted. At least one adult member 
from each household was interviewed. In particular, I attempted to interview the 
household head or if this was not possible another adult, preferably the head’s 
spouse. Of the households surveyed 100 were located in the undemolished 
section of the kampung. This represented almost a complete census of those 
Indians still residing in the kampung at the time of the study. The other 100 
households represented a random sample of those already resettled into 
temporary longhouse accommodation. The total population of the 200 
households was 1,146 people, representative of approximately 65 per cent of 
Mariyamman s Indian population.
The survey questionnaire (see Appendix 1) was divided into six sections. The 
first part obtained background information on the squatters; their demographic 
characteristics; origins and migrational histories; reasons for moving to Kuala 
Lumpur and for coming to live in Kampung Mariyamman. The second section 
focused on employment and income. Aside from obtaining details on 
occupations and sources of income, the extent to which household heads had 
been retrenched or unemployed was assessed. In the third part of the 
questionnaire information was sought on how the squatters obtained land and 
housing in the squatter settlement. The fourth section examined their perceptions 
on who had helped them get needed community services and infrastructure. 
Their participation in various community and neighbourhood organizations was 
also examined. The fifth section focused on their attitudes towards resettlement. 
For those who had already shifted to the longhouse settlement additional 
questions were asked. These included whether there were any problems 
associated with living in the temporary accommodation, whether they had been 
able to arrange finance to purchase a low-cost flat, and if they felt they would 
have problems either getting a bank loan or keeping up their repayments if they 
did get one. The final part of the survey assessed the physical condition of the 
survey respondents’ dwellings. Plants cultivated and animals kept were also 
recorded.
While this survey questionnaire solicited much valuable and needed data, it had 
many limitations. Not the least of these was that it was too formal in approach 
to allow the settlers to express themselves freely. A second round of in-depth
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interviews were held with 54 household survey respondents: half from the 
kampung sample and half from the longhouse sample. These respondents were 
selected in a stratified random sampling procedure which ensured the proportion 
coming from estate backgrounds was representative of the wider survey 
population. In these interviews much more detailed information was obtained on 
the backgrounds and present status of the Indian settlers. Appendix 2 outlines 
the general areas and questions discussed with respondents. These included their 
early life situations and family circumstances, their schooling, employment 
histories, perceptions on their present socio-economic status, their household 
income, savings and expenditure, their views on the significance of caste, their 
feelings about resettlement and finally details of the impact of relocation on 
their families.
The in-depth interviews highlighted that far more information could be obtained 
from the squatters by adopting a less structured and more discussion-oriented 
approach. It was in these discussions, which sometimes lasted for four or five 
hours, that people felt comfortable enough to express their feelings about 
relocation, their community leaders and the government. These interviews 
brought to light what was actually going on in the community. They highlighted 
the manner in which many of the Indian settlers were manipulating and working 
the resettlement process to their advantage.
Thesis Outline
Part One of the thesis (Chapters 1, 2 and 3) lays the foundation for the case 
study. Chapter 2 provides an overview of Malaysian society and the position of 
Indians - in the historical and contemporary sense - within it. Particular attention 
is given to their status in the estate sector, and also urban centres, where many 
have migrated in recent decades. Chapter 3 focuses on the position and 
characteristics of squatters in urban Malaysia, specifically within the Klang 
Valley. The growth of squatter settlement in and around Kuala Lumpur is 
considered in the context of urbanization and the ethnically plural nature of the 
society. The response of the state to squatters is examined and finally the status 
of Indian squatters, in particular, is considered.
Part Two (Chapters 4, 5, 6 and 7) focuses on the case study. Chapter 4 locates 
and describes Kampung Mariyamman. Attention then turns to the Indian settlers:
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their origins, backgrounds and journey to the kampung. Chapter 5 focuses on the 
efforts of Mariyammaris Indian settlers to establish and improve their living 
situations within the kampung. It examines how they obtained land and shelter. 
Their ‘illegal’ status is highlighted, as is the manner in which they negotiated 
with the power structure to maintain their positions within the settlement and 
obtain community facilities. Attention then turns to a more detailed examination 
of the social ties at the household and community levels, which have 
underpinned access to resources and the development of the kampung. Chapter 6 
focuses on the integration of the Indian settlers into the urban economy and 
their efforts to get by within it. Their economic status is examined and the 
heterogeneity of economic circumstances within the community emphasized. 
Household economy and survival strategies adopted by poor, average and better- 
off squatter households are considered. Attention then focuses on the 
employment histories of a subset of settlers to illuminate occupational mobility 
and changes in socio-economic status. Chapter 7 describes the phased demolition 
of the kampung and the resettlement of the squatters first in temporary 
longhouse accommodation and then in low-cost flats. The responses of the 
squatters to relocation are examined. Particular attention is given to the manner 
in which many were able to work the resettlement process to their advantage. 
Finally, the differential impact of resettlement is considered.
The conclusion of the thesis (Chapter 8) draws together the findings of the case 
study and considers their wider implications for Malaysia and the Third World.
CHAPTER 2
INDIANS IN MALAYSIAN SOCIETY
Before focusing on Mariyammaris settlers it is necessary to locate them as 
Indians and as squatters within Malaysian society. This chapter provides an 
overview of the society and examines the position of Indians as an ethnic 
minority within it. Attention focuses initially on the origins and composition of 
the Indian population in colonial Malaya (Section 1). The nature of the post­
colonial Malaysian society and state is then considered (Section 2). This sets the 
background for examining the contemporary social, economic and political 
position of the Indians (Section 3). Particular consideration is given to their 
status in two locales: the estate sector and urban centres (Section 4).
1. INDIANS IN COLONIAL MALAYA
Indian influence in Southeast Asian was of great antiquity. Yet, there were few 
Indians in pre-colonial Malaya.1 Their presence in significant numbers followed 
British colonization in the second half of the nineteenth century.2 Indians were 
recruited to work in sugar, coffee and subsequently rubber plantations. As 
British commercial agriculture developed, particularly with the boom in rubber 
production in the early twentieth century, a much larger plantation labour force 
became imperative. Several avenues were explored to meet this need, but it was 
the South Indian Tamils who were primarily chosen for the task (see Table 2.1).
By 1931 three-quarters of the ‘gainfully occupied Indians’ in Malaya were 
labourers, with 85 per cent of them working in estates (Sandhu,1969:255).
1 Regarding Indian contact and influence with pre-British Malaya see: 
Sandhu (1969:21-30); Arasaratnam (1970:1-9); and Wheatley (1961:177-204).
2 For accounts of British intervention in Malaya see Emerson (1979), 
Andaya and Andaya (1982) and Jomo (1986a). Regarding the immigration of 
Indian and Chinese labourers to Malaya, see Jackson (1961), Sandhu (1969) and 
Stenson (1970 and 1980).
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Table 2.1
Composition of Indian Labour Immigration into Malava. 
1844 - 1941 (a)
Status Per cent
South Indian 99.2
Tamil 85.2
Telegu 6.8
Malayali 6.4
Other 0.8
North Indian 0.8
Total 100.0
Note: (a) Total number of arrivals estimated to be 2,725,917 
Source: Sandhu, 1969:159.
Indian labourers were also recruited to fill the lowest ranks of the public service 
particularly in the transport and communications sectors. They constructed 
buildings, roads and worked on the railways which became almost an Indian 
labour preserve. Aside from unskilled labourers, there were also smaller 
numbers of Indian immigrants engaged in commercial pursuits, and in 
professional and clerical employment (Arasaratnam, 1970:33). These included 
Indians from North and South India as well as from Ceylon (now Sri Lanka). 
North Indians, notably Sikhs and other Punjabis, were recruited for the police, 
security services and government departments. Businessmen from North Indian 
communities such as the Parsees, Sindhis and Gujeratis, established themselves 
as wholesalers and retailers. South Indian Muslims also came and involved 
themselves in retail and other commercial trades. Members of the Chettyar 
community, a wealthy Tamil caste of businessmen and money-lenders, came as 
well.
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The Indians that came to Malaya were divided on the basis of caste affiliation 
(see Rajakrishnan Ramasamy, 1979, 1984 and 1987).3 Large numbers of 
labourers were recruited from the untouchable castes of South Indian society. 
The 1931 census for the Madras State reported that over one-third of the 
emigrants to Malaya belonged to the untouchable castes of paraiyan, 
chakkiliyan, pallan and a conglomerate depressed caste called adi-dravida 
(Arasaratnam, 1970:26). These people were at the lowest rungs of their society. 
Rajakrishnan Ramasamy (1987:35), has argued that they also brought with them 
a sub-culture of poverty ingrained in their psyches from years of subjugation - a 
sub-culture which not only facilitated their subservience to British needs but also 
severely constrained their socio-economic mobility within Malaya.
Unlike the Malays, the Indians (and Chinese) were considered as foreigners and 
a transient labour force.4 Their permanent settlement in Malaya was neither 
facilitated nor encouraged. Of the four million Indian emigrants who came 
between 1786 and 1957, an estimated three million left the country during the 
same period (Sandhu, 1969:157). The size of the Indian population depended to 
a large extent on the vagaries of the economy. When the economic situation was 
good, immigration increased. When not so good, as instanced during the 
depression of the 1930s, ‘over-strenuous efforts were made to get rid of the 
surplus coolies’ by shipping them back to India (Emerson, 1979:33).
There were many problems associated with the recruitment and treatment of 
Indian labourers. As noted by Supemor (1983:94) - ‘Persistent and blatant
3 Caste divisions among the Tamil majority who came to Malaya have been 
broadly categorized into a three-tiered hierarchical system of: Brahmins, non- 
Brahmin ‘higher’ castes and Adi Dravidas ‘lower’ castes. Given that there were 
few Brahmins amongst the migrants the divisions essentially rested on a two- 
tiered caste system of higher and lower castes.
4 Implicitly, British rule in Malaya was a form of trusteeship on behalf of 
the Malay Rulers and their traditional subjects (Means, 1986:96). Subsequently 
Malays were considered as a separate group and accorded special rights in such 
areas as land ownership, education, and, in the case of a small elite section of 
their population, participation in the administrative and political arenas of 
government (see Means, 1986; Syed Husin Ali, 1975; Freedman, 1960).
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exploitation of the illiterate and depressed masses of South Indian labourers by 
the planters and colonial government caused the Indian government to intervene 
in the recruitment, transportation, housing, pay and management’ - of their 
emigrant citizens. In 1938, these concerns culminated in an eventual total ban 
on assisted labour migration to Malaya in 1938 (Kondapi, 1959:44). Before the 
ban, continued recruitment had underpinned the steady growth in the Indian 
population from 270,000 in 1911 to 625,000 in 1938 (Arasaratnam, 1970:31). 
This was in spite of massive return migration to India and high death rates in 
the estates. After the ban the trend reversed. By Independence in 1957, the size 
of the Indian population had more or less stabilized at 10 per cent of the 
Malaysian total. Before focusing on the contemporary position of Indians in 
Malaysia it is necessary to have some understanding of the nature of the post­
colonial Malaysian society and state.
2. POST-INDEPENDENCE MALAYSIA, 1957 - 1988
Economy and Society
Since Independence, Malaysia has undergone considerable economic change.5 
Boosted by abundant natural resources it has experienced impressive growth. By 
1988, it was one of the world’s largest exporters of tin, rubber, oil palm and 
tropical hardwoods. Nevertheless, the economy has remained extremely 
vulnerable to the vagaries of the international economy as evidenced in the 
severe recession experienced in the early to mid-1980s (Government of 
Malaysia, 1989:13). In a bid to overcome its dependence on primary production 
the economy has also been diversified since 1957 with an industrialization 
programme. As a result the manufacturing sector has grown considerably, 
particularly in the 1970s and 1980s.6 The creation of new employment
5 In 1963 the Federation of Malaya was renamed Malaysia. This followed 
the joining of Sabah and Sarawak (known as East Malaysia) and Singapore to 
the 11 states of the Federation (known as Peninsular Malaysia). In 1965 
Singapore became a separate nation.
6 Between 1970 and 1985 manufacturing contribution to GDP rose from 13 
to 19 per cent. Simultaneously, the agricultural sector declined from 29 to 20 
per cent (Government of Malaysia, 1986:11).
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opportunities associated with industrial development and the expansion of the 
service sector, has encouraged increased migration to major urban centres.7
Malaysia is not characterized by the extremes of poverty found in many other 
developing countries. Nevertheless, inequality permeates the society - income 
distribution is skewed. In 1987, the top one-fifth of households earned half the 
total income, while the bottom two-fifths shared a mere 14 per cent 
(Government of Malaysia, 1989:38). This stratification is complicated by the 
ethnic composition of the population. In 1988 Indians constituted less than 10 
per cent of Peninsular Malaysia’s population (Government of Malaysia, 
1989:83). In contrast Malays and Chinese accounted for almost 58 and 32 per 
cent, respectively. To a significant extent, the different ethnic groups remain 
segregated by geographical location and economic activity (see Figures 2.1 and 
2.2). Malays, the least urbanized of the three ethnic groups, dominate primary 
sector employment. The Chinese in contrast, are the most urbanized group 
dominating the secondary and tertiary private sector work force. The Indians 
possess characteristics of both groups. Although most live and work in rural 
areas (generally on estates), they have a marked presence in the cities 
(Oorjitham, 1986b:69).
Ethnic differentiation, nurtured by the British, has been doubly emphasized by 
the post-colonial Malaysian state. Thus officially the population is categorized 
into Bumiputra (sons of the soil) and non-Bumiputra groups. The former 
comprises the Malays and aboriginals {prang Asli), while the latter comprises 
the Chinese, Indians and other ethnic groups. Government statistics highlight 
that the Bumiputras are the least well-off and poorest section of the society. In 
1987 the incidence of poverty in Peninsular Malaysia was estimated to be 
greatest in the Bumiputra community (24 per cent), in comparison to the 
Chinese (7 per cent) and Indians (10 per cent) - an assessment based on a 
minimum expenditure level of M$350 per month for a household of 5.14 
persons (Government of Malaysia, 1989:55). In 1987, mean monthly household 
income for Malays (in real terms) was only M$614 compared with M$l,012 for 
Chinese. For the Indians it was M$771 (Government of Malaysia, 1989:39).
7 By 1980 about one-third of the population resided in urban areas 
compared with slightly more than a quarter in 1970 (Department of Statistics, 
1983:20). Urban is defined as gazetted areas with populations exceeding 10,000 
persons. Some of this urban population increase must also be attributed to 
redefinition and expansion of urban boundaries.
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Per cent
Malay
Urban tM£l Rural
Chinese 
Ethnic Group
Indian
Figure 2.1: Percentage of Each Ethnic Group Located in Urban Areas of
Peninsular Malaysia, 1985 (Source: Government of Malaysia, 
1986:134).
Per cent
Primary Secondary Tertiary Unemployed
Sector
Figure 2.2: Employment by Ethnic Group and Sector in Peninsular
Malaysia, 1980 (Source: Government of Malaysia, 1984:96).
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The reliability of poverty incidence figures, however, is questionable. De Vanzo 
and Kusnic (1983:12), in their study of ethnic income differences in Malaysia, 
concluded that ‘most of the income inequality in Malaysia is attributable to 
income variation within ethnic groups’. Furthermore they highlighted that the 
definition of ‘income’ was critical. When household income included - market 
income, in-kind income, transfer income, the value of housing services and 
cottage industry - Indian income superiority over Malays disappeared completely 
(Devanzo and Kusnic, 1983:10). Mortality rates provide additional insight into 
levels of well being. As shown in Table 2.2, Indians have the highest crude 
death rate, lowest life expectation and the highest infant mortality rate of the 
different ethnic groups in Malaysia.
Table 2.2
Indices of Mortality bv Ethnic Group in Peninsular Malaysia. 1980
Indices Malay Chinese Indian Average
Crude death rate 
(per ’000 popn.) 5.5
Expectation of 
life at birth:
Male 68
Female 71
Infant Mortality 
(per ’000 live 
births) 27.5
5.8 7.6 5.9
68 63 67
76 68 72
17.1 30.3 24.9
Source: Jones and Tan (1985:266)
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Ignoring non-Bumiputra poverty, the government has developed special 
programmes which discriminate positively in favour of the Malays. 
Consequently, a significant portion of both the Indian and Chinese communities 
have been disadvantaged. Before focusing on the position of Indians, the nature 
of the post-colonial Malaysian state and its ethnically based policies, particularly 
the New Economic Policy (NEP), must be understood.
The State and the NEP
Since Independence Malaysia has been governed by the Alliance Party, which in 
1970 became the Barisan Nasional (National Front).8 At the time of 
Independence the Alliance comprised a coalition of three ethnically based 
political parties: the United Malays National Organization (UMNO), the 
Malaysian Chinese Association (MCA) and the Malaysian Indian Congress 
(MIC). This coalition was established ‘on the principle of certain concessions 
and compromises between the Malays and non-Malays’, reinforced by the newly 
formed constitution (Rajoo, 1985:44). These concessions included Malay being 
the national language, Islam the national religion, the preservation of Malay 
Land Reservations, a Malay Sultan as the national monarch with constitutional 
power to safeguard the special position of the Malays (Article 153 of the 
constitution). In return, the non-Malays were given citizenship rights upon 
meeting certain residency and language requirements and a stake in the political 
system through the UMNO - MCA - MIC partnership (Rajoo, 1985:45). While 
other political parties have since joined the Barisan Nasional, these three form 
the backbone of the ruling coalition - with UMNO being the dominant partner.
The basic ground rule of the post-colonial political system has been Malay 
hegemony (Ong, 1986:9). Malay leaders in UMNO:
...hold all the major political offices, a powerful, nearly two-thirds vote 
majority in the Parliament, and the appointive power to cabinet posts, 
the Senate, and lesser bureaucratic offices. MCA and MIC politicians 
are completely at the mercy of the Malay leadership... They have input
8 Malaysia is a constitutional monarchy governed on the basis of a 
parliamentary democracy. At the national level it has a bicameral parliament 
consisting of a senate (Dewan Negara) and a House of Representatives (Dewan 
Rakyat). Within the country each state has its own unicameral legislature 
(Dewan Undangan Negeri).
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but little say in the final selection of candidates, districts, platforms or 
policies... (Supemor, 1983:74)
UMNO has been able to maintain its ruling position in the coalition and in the 
political system partly through the way in which electoral boundaries have been 
delimited (Rachagan, 1984:136). The delimitation of constituencies in 1974 gave 
the Malay community an electoral majority in 79 of the 114 parliamentary 
constituencies. Although Malays comprised half the population, they held two- 
thirds of the Parliamentary seats. Opposition parties do exist, however, the most 
significant being the Democratic Action Party (DAP). But their actions have 
been severely curtailed (see Ong, 1986).9
The most significant strategy of the post-colonial state impinging on the lives of 
Indians has been the implementation of the New Economic Policy (NEP). The 
NEP was formulated in the period following bloody racial riots during May 
1969 in the capital, Kuala Lumpur. These riots arose in connection with 
unfavorable election results in that year for the Alliance. They also reflected 
growing ethnic tension between the different races. But as noted by Means 
(1986:103): ‘Whatever the immediate precipient of the riots... the government 
assumed that the apparent challenge to Malay political hegemony and Malay 
rights was the primary issue at stake’. Subsequently the NEP was formulated 
with two basic aims: to reduce and eventually eradicate poverty by raising 
income levels and increasing employment opportunities for all Malaysians, 
irrespective of race; and to restructure Malaysian society, so as to reduce and 
eventually eliminate the identification of race with economic function 
(Government of Malaysia, 1971:1). The second objective focused on uplifting 
the position of the Malays through an expanded system of special rights.
New programmes were devised and quotas established to improve the economic 
position of the Malays. A target was set of achieving 30 per cent Malay 
ownership and participation in all industrial and commercial activities by 1990. 
Quotas were established to increase Malay employment in all sectors of the
9 This curtailment has been achieved through repeated detention of 
opposition politicians under an Internal Security Act. Other sections of the 
society expressing grievances have also been imprisoned and detained for a time 
under this Act. Recent detainees include trade union officials, environmental and 
religious activists.
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economy as well as their entry into educational institutions. To increase Malay 
ownership in the corporate sector, corporations have been developed to operate 
on behalf of Malay interests. In turn Malay dominated companies have been 
given preference in the award of government contracts. Yet poverty also exists 
in the Indian and Chinese communities. The non-Bumiputra poor have been 
ignored and disadvantaged with the implementation of the NEP. Indeed the 
majority of the Indians appear to occupy a fragile social, political and economic 
position in Malaysian society.
3. INDIANS IN THE CONTEMPORARY SOCIETY 
Social Status
Not only do Indians form a small minority within Malaysia’s multi-ethnic 
society, they are also a fragmented people divided on the grounds of their 
ethno-linguistic, religious, class and caste affiliations. As shown in Figure 2.3, 
the vast majority of ‘Indians’ are South Indian Tamils - the second and third
Figure 2.3: Composition of the Indian Population in Peninsular Malaysia, 1980 
(Source: Department of Statistics, 1983:227 (Vol.2)).
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generation descendants of the labourers brought to colonial Malaya. Most are 
Hindus (84 per cent), with a minority being Christians (8 per cent), Muslims (5 
per cent) and other religions (3 per cent). Despite the Hindu/Tamil dominance, 
caste and class based differences have fragmented Malaysia’s Indian population.
The caste system still remains a divisive element affecting social relations, 
though it has undergone considerable change within Malaysia.10 Caste 
differences have been reinforced along ethno-linguistic and class-based lines. 
The majority of lower-caste Indians in Malaysia are South Indian Tamils and 
Telegus, predominantly located in the urban and rural lower working classes. In 
contrast, the descendants of the Ceylon Tamils, South Indian Malayalis and 
North Indians comprised greater numbers of high caste people. In contemporary 
Malaysian society they are characteristically located in the middle and upper 
stratas of the Indian community (Rajoo, 1985:36). Caste divisions are most 
prominent amongst the South Indian Tamils (Rajoo, 1982:56). This reflects their 
larger population and the fact that many different castes (both low and high) 
were represented and reinforced within the early Tamil immigrant population. 
The bulk of these Tamils worked in the plantation estates where there was 
enforced residential segregation between high and low caste people.
As described by Ramasamy (1982:5-8) a three tiered social structure developed 
in the estates during the colonial period, comprising: European managerial elite 
at the top of the social hierarchy; Asian supervisory staff in the middle; and the 
plantation proletariat at the bottom. The Asian supervisory staff usually 
comprised higher caste Ceylon Tamils and Malayalis. They received better 
wages and living conditions than the ordinary, mainly Tamil, estate labour force 
at the bottom of the hierarchy. The overall impact of this rigid social order was 
to dispel feelings of fraternity and solidarity that might otherwise have 
developed among people who shared a common homeland.
In contrast to the Indians, the Malay and Chinese communities in Malaysia have 
historically been characterized by a greater degree of social cohesion and unity.
10 Caste status among Malaysian Indians no longer correlates with 
occupation and many low-caste Indians have experienced socio-economic 
mobility. Ritual pollution, untouchability and commensality are no longer rigidly 
enforced, however, endogamy is still stressed (see Rajoo, 1982:57).
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While the Malays were traditionally divided in terms of allegiance to various 
sultanates, and also of mixed origin as a result of the in-migration of people 
such as the Minangkabau and Achinese from Sumatra, the Javanese from Java 
and the Bugis from Makasar (Syed Husin Ali, 1984:16), they generally shared a 
common religion (Islam) and language. The Chinese, ‘though divided by clan 
and regional loyalties, and especially by six main language groups (including 
English), possessed a strong tradition of Chinese political unity and of racial 
cohesion’ (Stenson, 1980:28). The Indians in contrast had no such tradition of 
racial solidarity or political unity.11
Political Position
Employment and wealth distribution in Malaysia have increasingly been 
determined through the political process as opposed to the market place. With 
its Bumiputra ideology and preferential programmes, the Malaysian government 
is by no means a neutral force in the process of capital accumulation and wealth 
distribution. The position of Indians has been further disadvantaged in view of 
their political status.
Before the Second World War Indians were not represented in the legislative 
councils of Malaya or in the state councils (Ginsburg and Roberts, 1958:352). 
Political activity among the Indians developed slowly due in part to the transient 
and fragmented nature of their community and its preoccupation with events 
and issues in the Indian homeland (Gunawan and Raghavan, 1977:2). It was not 
until 1946 that the Malayan Indian Congress (MIC) was formed with the aims 
of securing citizenship rights and protecting the interests of Indians (Rajoo, 
1985:40). But despite its longstanding participation as a partner in the ruling 
Barisan Nasional coalition, the MIC has remained weak and ineffective in 
meeting the needs of the Indians.
Given the minority and religious status of Indians there is little pressure on the 
Malay (Muslim) dominated ruling coalition to serve their interests. Indians do 
not constitute a sizeable strength in any one political constituency. Within the
11 The greater social cohesion amongst the Chinese is evident from the fact 
that at different times during the colonial period they were able to demand, and 
get, higher wages than their Indian working counterparts in the estate and public 
service sectors of the economy (see Stenson, 1980:23; and Kondapi, 1959:100).
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coalition the MIC therefore has little bargaining power. As a political party, the 
MIC has been plagued by disunity and factional conflicts which have weakened 
its position as an effective political voice. MIC leadership has also been viewed 
by some as being ‘far more aligned with the capitalistic interests of the ruling 
Malay and Chinese leaders... than with the mass of Tamil labourers they seek to 
lead and represent’ (Supemor, 1983:83). Caste differences have also been 
manipulated and played upon by Indian politicians, particularly at the national 
level. Caste associations, which developed mostly in urban areas, have 
increasingly become interest groups with political functions (Rajoo, 1984:215).12
Economic Status
Aside from their status as a socially fragmented and politically weak ethnic 
minority, Indians in Malaysia also occupy a rather fragile economic position. 
Unlike the Chinese, they have never been able to obtain any significant foothold 
in the corporate economy. In 1988, their ownership of share capital in limited 
companies accounted for only 1 per cent, compared with 33 per cent for 
Chinese and almost 12 per cent for individual Bumiputras and 7 per cent for 
Bumiputra trust agencies (Government of Malaysia, 1989:70). While the NEP 
has supported increased Malay participation and ownership in the corporate 
sector, Indians have had no such assistance.
Historically, the bulk of the Indian population in Malaya comprised a landless, 
propertyless and wage dependent rural proletariat (Jain, 1970:418). Writing in 
1939, Emerson (1979:31) stated that ‘it may be said without too much 
exaggeration that the Indians in Malaya form only a lower class’. Stenson 
(1980:29), in his comprehensive study of class, race and colonialism in West 
Malaysia, has much more recently concluded that ‘In the eyes of the Malays, 
the British and the Chinese, the Tamils were on the lowest rung of the social 
scale’. But the reality in contemporary Malaysian society is not so straight 
forward. The Indian community comprises people of varying socio-economic 
backgrounds and levels of well-being. Income distribution within the Indian 
community for example is extremely imbalanced. In 1979 the top 20 per cent of 
households accounted for half the total Indian income. Conversely, the bottom 
20 per cent shared a mere 4 per cent of total income (Jeyakumar, 1986:6).
12 Aside from cementing kinship and marriage bonds these associations are 
also concerned with promoting the welfare of their members.
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Most Malaysian Indians, however, like their Malay and Chinese counterparts, 
work as poorly paid labourers in the rural and urban working class sectors of 
the economy (see Table 2.3). In 1988, 59 per cent of all working Indians were 
classified as being agricultural or production workers. Only 10 per cent were 
classified as being professionals - a slightly higher proportion than among the 
other ethnic groups.
Table 2.3
Employment bv Occupation and Ethnic Group. 1988
Occupation (a) Bumiputra 
(Per cent)
Chinese 
(Per cent)
Indian 
(Per cent)
Professional and 
Technical 7.2 6.7 9.6
Administrative and 
Managerial 1.1 4.3 1.2
Clerical 9.3 10.1 9.6
Sales 7.1 18.8 7.4
Service 11.9 10.4 13.1
Agriculture 41.6 15.3 25.7
Production (b) 21.8 34.4 33.4
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0
Note: (a) Classification of occupations is based on the Dictionary of 
Occupational Classification, 1980, Ministry of Labour.
Note: (b) Includes production supervisors and general foremen, miners, 
quarrymen, well drillers, motor vehicle drivers and related workers.
Source: Government of Malaysia, 1989:66.
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4. INDIAN LOCALES 
Estates
The majority of Indians (57 per cent) reside in rural areas where most still work 
in the estate sector.13 The incorporation of Indians into the plantations during the 
colonial period, and the atrocious working and living conditions they 
experienced, have been well documented elsewhere.14 While the living and 
working conditions of the Indian estate labour force have improved since 
colonial times, the structure of the plantation system and the position of its 
workers has remained in essence little changed:
Although death rates were lowered, housing improved and the causes of 
sexual quarrels reduced in the 1930s, and even more so in the 1950s 
and 1960s...the majority of the labourers remained tied to the low-wage 
socially degrading environment of the plantations (Stenson, 1980:25).
According to Vargham (1986:54) plantation workers ‘are the poorest and most 
exploited segment of the Malaysian society’. In 1983 a government document 
disclosed that 55 per cent of estate worker households had incomes below the 
official (undisclosed) poverty line (Jomo, 1986b:6). The latest government 
statistics, however, put the incidence of poverty amongst estate workers at a 
much lower 15 per cent in 1987 (Government of Malaysia, 1989:52). While it is 
difficult to reconcile these widely differing figures, particularly given the severe 
recession experienced in the early to mid-1980s which adversely affected the 
plantation sector, the position of most estate workers is not a favourable one. 
Since Independence, real wages for estate workers have declined. In the case of 
rubber tappers, between 1960 and 1981 real average daily wages declined from 
M$3.40 to M$3.14 (Jomo, 1986b:7). Only a small proportion of a rubber 
tapper’s wage is fixed - guaranteeing the tapper around M$100 per month.15 
The wages of the estate labour force have been maintained at a low level
13 In 1985 Indians comprised 49 per cent of the total estate labour force in 
Peninsular Malaysia (Ministiy of Labour, 1985).
14 See for example: Jackson, 1961; Jain, 1970; Arasaratnam, 1970; Stenson, 
1970 and 1980; Colletta, 1975; Selvaratnam, 1980; Ramasamy, 1982.
15 The other components vary according to the price of rubber and the 
productivity of the worker. However, production cutbacks or rain can mean no 
work.
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largely through government suppression of trade union and labour activity - a 
process which began in the colonial period and which has been reinforced by 
the contemporary state (see Stenson: 1980, 1970). In addition, the National 
Union of Plantation Workers (NUPW) formed in 1954 to represent the interests 
of the estate workers, has been seen by many to have been largely ineffective in 
uplifting the position of these workers (see for example: Stenson, 1980; 
Supemor, 1983; Jain, 1970).
Low wages in the estate sector also reflect increasing reliance on imported 
Indonesian labour in plantations (see Jomo, 1986b). These workers have been 
obtained through quasi-legal channels operated by labour contractors, under 
conditions reminiscent of colonial practices. Their arrival also corresponds with 
labour shortages being experienced in the plantations. Rather than raising estate 
wages to maintain local workers, estate management has turned to cheaper 
Indonesian labour.
Most Indian estate children attend Tamil primary schools.16 These schools have 
been described as being the poorest in the education system and as a major 
block to social and economic mobility (see Murimuthu, 1984, 1987; Colletta, 
1975; Ponniah, 1968; Radhakrishnan, 1971). While their establishment at least 
provided some education for estate children, by their very nature these schools 
did little to raise the expectations, aspirations or horizons of their students 
beyond the estate sector and beyond employment as a labourer. As noted by 
Colletta (1975:98), their isolation and the vernacular Tamil medium, ensured 
physical containment and psychological indoctrination of the children in the 
lower strata of estate society. The retention of the estate Tamil school system 
into the 1980s, despite the implementation of a policy of Malay medium 
instruction in most other educational institutions, has further isolated the Tamil 
estate population. For the minority who are able to progress beyond the Tamil 
primary schools to secondary high schools where the medium of learning is 
Malay, few make the transition successfully. According to the MIC up to 90 per 
cent of Tamil language primary school children do not proceed to secondary 
education and Indian children have the highest drop out rate in the Malaysian 
education system (Far Eastern Economic Review. 1984:28). Writing about the 
Indian estate workers Colletta (1975:110) concluded:
16 Tamil primary schools became mandatory after 1912 on all estates with 
more than 10 children resident under the age of 14.
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Ignored by government policy, hidden from the eyes of mainstream 
Malaysian society, the plantation labour force has indeed become 
Malaysia’s forgotten people. Enmeshed in the entangled conflicts of 
social class, caste and cultural identity, the Indian laborers remain 
locked in time and space as victims of a vicious cycle of poverty, 
ensured of this fate by the dysfunctional nature of the Indian estate 
vernacular school...
But changing political and economic circumstances have literally forced Indians 
out of the estates. Since the 1930s there has been an overall decline in Indian 
participation in the estate labour force. As shown in Table 2.4, in 1931 Indians 
accounted for approximately 74 per cent of estate workers in contrast to only 41 
per cent in 1975 and a slightly higher 49 per cent in 1985. Over the same 
period Malay participation in the estates increased significantly from three per 
cent in 1931 to 34 per cent in 1985 (see Table 2.4).
In the 1980s there appears to have been a small increase in the ‘percentage’ of 
Indians in the estate labour force (see Table 2.4). This increase is somewhat 
deceptive given that the actual ‘number’ of Indian estate workers has been 
declining. Thus in 1965 there were approximately 137,255 Indian estate workers 
comprising 49 per cent of the plantation labour force. By 1985 Indians still 
comprised 49 per cent of the estate workforce yet they numbered a much lower 
108,290 workers.
The decline in the Indian estate labour force has been attributed to a number of 
factors: the heavy exodus of Indians during the 1930s depression to their 
homeland and the subsequent 1938 ban on assisted labour migration imposed by 
the Indian government; the Japanese occupation of Malaya which severely 
affected the livelihood, health and fertility of Indians in the estates 
(Arasaratnam, 1970:30); the emergency declared after the Second World War as 
a result of a communist insurgency, which increased movement to urban areas 
(Sandhu, 1969:216); the fragmentation of estates through sub-division and sale 
in the 1950s and 1960s, which displaced significant numbers of estate workers 
(Stenson, 1980:203); improved transportation and communications which 
removed much of the physical isolation previously encapsulating estate workers; 
the conversion of labour intensive rubber plantations to more mechanized oil 
palm production; the redevelopment of estate land; and the increased intake of 
non-Indian labour. All these factors provide some explanation for the increased 
movement of Indians out of the estates and towards urban centres.
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Table 2.4
Ethnic Composition of Estate Labour Force. 1931 - 1985
Year Total
(000s) Indian
Percentage 
Malay (a) Chinese Others
1931 200 73.5 2.8 23.1 0.6
1947 326 50.1 20.9 28.7 0.3
1957 290 52.8 18.6 28.2 0.7
1965 283 48.5 22.6 28.7 0.2
1970 277 42.0 27.0 31.0 -
1975 262 41.0 38.0 21.0 -
1980 253 48.0 38.0 14.0 -
1985 221 49.0 34.0 11.0 6.0
Note: (a) Including some, but an unknown number of Indonesians.
Sources: Sandhu, 1969:257; Ministry of Labour and Manpower, 
Annual Survey of Employment and wages, 1986.
The fragmentation of large estates following the trend of conversion to local 
ownership in the 1950s and 1960s was particularly devastating for the Indians. 
Between 1950 and 1967 around 131,551 hectares of European estate land was 
subdivided for sale to mainly Asian owners, in particular Chinese Malaysians 
(National Union of Plantation Workers, 1968:10-11). In 1965 alone, 18,000 
Indians were retrenched as a result of these sub-divisions. While some of these 
Indians returned to India, a large number migrated to urban centres in search of
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work. But obtaining alternative employment was not an easy process, 
particularly following the implementation of the NEP.
With the NEP, employment opportunities for non-Malays in urban areas 
declined. In rural areas, state and federal land settlement schemes developed in 
the 1970s were characterized by ethnic biases which worked in favour of the 
Malays. Employment opportunities for Indians were also constrained by various 
citizenship requirements. Not everyone bom before Malaysian Independence got 
automatic citizenship. Instead, they had to fulfil certain criteria such as a 
minimum residency period and an elementary knowledge of the Malay language. 
While most Indians were eligible to apply for citizenship many did not. 
According to Suryanarayan (1982:44) only 80 per cent of the Indians resident in 
Malaysia have citizenship, despite the fact that most fulfil the necessary 
qualifications. Following the 1969 riots the government imposed restrictions on 
the employment of non-citizens. As a result, many Indians without citizenship 
status were forced out of the estates and other sectors of the economy. Many of 
these people subsequently left Malaysia or were forced into self-employment in 
the informal’ sector - an activity which was rapidly expanding in urban centres. 
Excluding those who were self-employed, by 1975 Indians had the highest 
unemployment rate (11 per cent) in comparison with the Chinese (6 per cent) 
and the Malays (6 per cent) (Government of Malaysia, 1981:57).
Even within the estate sector, the implementation of the NEP has meant fewer 
jobs for non-Malay labourers. With increased employment of Malays and 
Indonesians many Indians ‘have found the plantation jobs they thought rightfully 
theirs by birth in the estates, increasingly being filled by outsiders’ (Colletta, 
1975:94). Also, estate management has increasingly turned to outside contract 
labour to fulfil its requirements, particularly as it is not required to provide 
housing, medical or educational facilities within the estates for such workers. All 
of these changes have had a particularly negative impact on estate Indians. 
Historically Indians, much more so than the Chinese and Malays, have been 
dependent on estates to meet their housing and income needs. When Chinese or 
Malay estate workers lost their jobs they could at least return to their village 
base located outside the estate. The Indians have had no such base. 
Consequently, they have often ended up in urban centres where the only housing 
they could afford was in squatter settlements.
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Urban Areas
Between 1957 and 1985 the percentage of working Indians in the primary sector 
declined from 57 to 39 per cent. Yet, participation in secondary sector activities 
increased from 16 to 27 per cent (Jeyakumar, 1986:5). This shift reflects the 
movement of Indians out of the estates and rural areas and into the urban 
setting. The Indian community is becoming more urbanized. Between 1957 and 
1985 the proportion of Indians in urban areas increased from 31 to 44 per cent.
Despite a plethora of studies focusing on Indians in the estates, there have been 
few in-depth studies of them in Malaysian cities, either in a historical or 
contemporary sense. The few studies which have focused on urban Indians (see 
for example Oorjitham, 1986a; and Rajoo, 1985) have generally emphasized 
their marginal status. Other studies with a broader focus have also implied that 
the position of the Indians in urban areas is rather dismal. Referring to the 
movement of Indians out of the plantations Stenson (1980:26) concluded that 
few of them rose into the ranks of the professions and most ‘descended into the 
urban lumpen proletariat.’ According to Oorjitham (1986b:3) the majority of 
urban Indians are ‘manual workers in the government and industrial sectors’. But 
not all of them are migrants to the cities. Indian presence in urban areas goes 
back to the early period of British rule. Like their counterparts in the estates, 
many of these urban Indian labourers were at the lowest rungs of the society. 
The wages paid to these labourers by the Government municipalities, railways 
and port authorities were ‘influenced by wages paid in the rubber industry, so as 
to provide against an inrush of labour from estate into urban areas’ (Kondapi, 
1959:100). More significantly, differential wages were paid to South Indian as 
opposed to North Indian or Chinese labourers, despite all of them being engaged 
in the same work. In the case of unskilled railway workers, until 1941 Chinese 
workers’ daily wages were between M$ 0.72 cents to one dollar, while for North 
Indians the wage was between M$ 0.52 to M$ 0.76 cents and for South Indians 
between only M$ 0.40 and M$ 0.60 cents.
In 1957 Indians accounted for one-quarter of all government and quasi- 
government workers and more than half of the municipal labour force in the 
country (Sandhu, 1969:288). With the implementation of the NEP, public sector 
employment opportunities for Indians have declined substantially. The
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displacement of Indians from the public sector, combined with the exodus of 
estate workers to the cities, have forced the urban Indian working class into 
self-employment and the private sector. Ethnic restructuring has also meant that 
those Indians (and Chinese) who continue to work for the government face 
poorer prospects for promotion relative to their Malay counterparts.
These displaced government workers and the influx coming from the estates has 
led to the growth of what Ooijitham (1986b:6-ll) describes as a ‘floating 
population’ of Indians in Malaysian cities. She argues that most of this floating 
population is located in the informal sector and in urban poverty groups, with 
many living in squatter settlements.
Indian participation in the industrial sector has increased since the 1970s. Again, 
according to Oorjitham, they mostly constitute ‘factory labour located in the 
lowest rungs of the industrial hierarchy’ (1986b: 10). While there are also Malays 
and Chinese workers in these ‘lowest rungs’, Indians are particularly 
disadvantaged: ‘these Indian workers have neither State support in terms of 
quotas nor commercial organization connections. As a result they are easily 
retrenched or denied upward mobility especially in times of economic recession 
such as the contemporary one’ (Oorjitham, 1986b: 10).
NEP programmes aimed at uplifting the status of the Malays have depended on 
‘an expanding economy to avoid confiscatory measures against non-Malays’ 
(Means, 1986:114). The recession of the mid-1980s affected economic growth as 
well as the employment status of many workers. In particular, it led to the 
retrenchment of thousands of workers, mostly in the private sector and most 
predominantly in the manufacturing industries (Ministry of Labour, 1985:110). 
While government statistics available do not give an ethnic breakdown of those 
workers retrenched, in view of NEP employment quotas existing for the Malays, 
it is reasonable to assume that Indian and Chinese workers were probably the 
hardest hit with these retrenchments.
RESUME
Overall it would seem that the bulk of the Indians in urban and rural Malaysia 
occupy a rather fragile political, social and economic position within the society.
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Not only are they part of a fragmented minority, they also lack the economic 
strength, greater social cohesion and commercial foothold that the Chinese have 
historically held in the society. Institutionalized discrimination against non- 
Malays, enshrined in the constitution, the political system and the policies and 
programmes of the government, has further disadvantaged and constrained the 
position of most Indians. Their economic status essentially remains little 
changed from the days of colonial rule. Socially they remain disunited and 
disorganized. Politically they are a weak and ineffectual force. One segment of 
the Indian population, and indeed of the urban Malaysian population, which 
faces particular hardships are those residing in the urban squatter settlements.
CHAPTER 3
SQUATTERS IN URBAN MALAYSIA
There have been numerous studies of squatters in the Federal Territory of Kuala 
Lumpur. Few, however, have focused specifically on the minority Indian 
population.1 Little is known of their status and efforts to survive. But before we 
can focus on Indian squatters, and on the case study population in particular, 
some understanding of the historical background, characteristics and position of 
squatters within Malaysian society is needed.
Initially, a brief overview of the historical emergence of squatter settlements in 
and around Kuala Lumpur is given (Section 1). Attention then focuses on the 
contemporary characteristics and status of squatters (Section 2). Squatters occupy 
a particularly insecure niche in Malaysian society. Their fate rests in the hands 
of urban authorities who have the power to demolish their houses. The response 
of the state to them is also examined (Section 3). Finally, the position of Indian 
squatters in particular is considered (Section 4).
1. HISTORICAL BACKGROUND
Judicially, ‘squatting’ in Malaysia can be seen as a foreign and legalistic concept 
derived from British land laws and administration (see Azizah Kassim, 1983:60- 
65).2 Prior to British rule land occupation and ownership was based on Malay 
customary land tenure systems. Under these systems proprietary rights to land 
were sustained as long as the land was being occupied or cultivated. British 
intervention in Malaya resulted in the gradual repudiation of Malay customary 
land tenure systems. In developing a profitable export economy, the British 
needed to establish an effective legal and administrative system to secure their
1 See Appendix 3 for an overview of some studies focusing on Indian, 
Chinese and Malay squatters in urban Malaysia. While not exhaustive these 
references highlight the limited research on Indian (and to a lesser extent 
Chinese) squatters, in comparison to that which has been undertaken on Malays.
2 Until the 1960s there was no Malay word for squatters. A new term 
setinggan was subsequently introduced.
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investments (Andaya and Andaya, 1982:208). They introduced a new system of 
private land ownership based on the Torrens system of land registration (see Ho 
Wai Suet, 1979: 20-22). In addition to introducing new land laws, the British 
also created building and land-use regulations to control development in rapidly 
expanding urban centres. The immigration of vast numbers of Indian, Chinese 
and other migrants during the colonial period, combined with the 
implementation of these new land laws and regulations, set the stage for the 
emergence of squatters - people occupying land without the lawful authority to 
do so. The subsequent growth of squatting, however, reflected the impact of 
broader processes of structural change associated with capitalist development in 
colonial Malaya.
The depression of the early 1930s severely affected the emerging colonial 
economy. In particular, employment in the plantation and mining sectors, where 
most of the Indian and Chinese immigrants were located, was adversely 
affected. Between 1929 and 1932 the plantation labour force declined from 
258,000 to 125,000 and wages fell by 50 per cent (Caldwell, 1977:45). The 
mining sector also experienced severe labour reductions, principally due to a 
switch to more capital intensive methods of mining. Many of the retrenched or 
displaced workers ended up squatting on vacant rural land upon which they 
could subsist and grow cash crops. It is in this context that the origins of some 
of the earliest Indian and Chinese squatters in Malaysia are found. Some of 
these early rural squatters were also located on the outskirts of existing urban 
centres - with many being subsequently incorporated into the city (Johnstone, 
1979:189).
Squatting in rural and urban areas of Malaya increased significantly with the 
advent of the Second World War and the Japanese Occupation. During the 
Occupation, many people either voluntarily or forcibly relocated to rural and 
peri-urban areas to grow food crops (Friel-Simon and Khoo Kay Kim, 1976:3). 
The land they occupied was frequently state land. The period following the 
Japanese Occupation was characterized by growing landlessness, rising 
unemployment, decreased wages and further food shortages. When the British 
returned they initiated a ‘Grow More Food’ campaign to encourage people to 
produce a much needed supply of food. With the implementation of this 
campaign illegal occupation of land increased. The problems outlined above 
were further compounded by the introduction of methods to deal with the
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Emergency - the period of communist insurgency which lasted from 1948 to 
I960.3 The overall impact of these developments was increased migration to 
urban areas, particularly Kuala Lumpur, and a rapid increase in the number of 
urban squatters (Johnstone, 1979:191).
As part of a strategy for dealing with the communists, hundreds of thousands of 
people (mostly Chinese and to a lesser extent Indians), were forcibly resettled 
into new villages. Many, however, refused to be resettled and subsequently 
relocated themselves to existing towns where some joined the growing squatter 
populations (Kuljinder Kaur, 1984:15). While the new villages created were 
legal settlements, they boosted urbanization and subsequently attracted more 
settlers including many squatters.
In the post-Independence period there was a dramatic increase in the number of 
squatters within urban areas. By 1980, between one-quarter and one-third of the 
population in most major urban centres were squatters (Khor Kok Peng, 1983: 
144). This increase was directly associated with rapid urbanization and 
industrialization following Independence, which were, and still are, actively 
encouraged by the post-colonial state. With the implementation of the NEP in 
the 1970s, there has been a massive influx of Malays to urban centres. Increased 
employment, business and educational opportunities have stimulated many of 
these Malays to make the journey from their rural kampungs to the towns and 
cities, particularly Kuala Lumpur. Being mostly poor and landless, many of 
them became residents of squatter settlements.
Increased migration of Indians to urban areas in the post-colonial period has 
also resulted in many of them becoming squatters. Of course, many of those 
who drifted to the urban centres after Independence were the displaced and 
retrenched labourers following the subdivision of estates in the 1950s and 1960s. 
Others were people affected by the conversion of many estates from rubber to 
oil palm cultivation. The introduction of limited work permits for non-citizens 
after 1969 also stimulated the growth of Indian squatters in urban areas. Being 
unemployed or only able to obtain poorly paid work, many could not afford
3 A State of Emergency was declared in Malaya on 16 June 1948 in 
response to the outbreak of an armed Communist insurgency. One of the biggest 
impacts of this Emergency period was the forcible resettlement of mainly 
Chinese rural dwellers into new village settlements.
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shelter in the formal housing sector. Many had little option but to become 
squatter settlement residents.
2. SQUATTERS IN AND AROUND KUALA LUMPUR
The growth of squatter settlement has been most phenomenal in the Klang 
Valley Region (see Figure 3.1).4 This region encompasses the capital city of 
Kuala Lumpur as well as a rapidly ‘emerging conurbation’ or ‘superlinear city’ 
(Aiken and Leigh, 1975:546). It is also the most urbanized and industrialized 
area within Malaysia, accounting for almost a quarter of the country’s GDP and 
the largest concentration of industry. Not surprisingly this region is the major 
destination of most inter-state migrants. Between 1957 and 1980 its population 
increased rapidly, from 720,400 to around two million people (Hairi Abdullah et 
a/.,1987:62). More than one-quarter of the urban population in the Klang Valley 
were squatters in 1980 (Khor Kok Peng, 1983:144).5 Much of this squatter 
population is located in and around Kuala Lumpur.
From its origins as a small tin mining settlement, Kuala Lumpur developed 
rapidly to become the largest and most significant urban, industrial, commercial 
and administrative centre in Malaysia. Between 1957 and 1980, its population 
rose from 316,000 to 977,000. By 1985 it was over one million people (Chiam 
Soon Hock and Raja Osman, 1985:1). Squatter settlement has been an integral 
part of Kuala Lumpur since the 1930s. But after 1945 the combined effects of 
the Japanese Occupation, food shortages, structural changes in the economy, 
inadequate enforcement of land laws and a severe housing shortage resulted in a 
rapid increase in the number of squatters (Johnstone, 1983a:496). Since the 
1950s, squatters have comprised around 25 to 30 per cent of Kuala Lumpur’s 
population. The boundaries of the capital have also been expanding - from 4,662 
hectares in 1947 to 9,324 hectares in 1957, and in 1974 to the present 24,364 
hectares (Chiam Soon Hock and Raja Osman, 1985:5). This expansion
4 This region includes the Federal Territory of Kuala Lumpur as well as the 
four districts of Petaling, Gombak, Hulu Langat and Klang in the State of 
Selangor.
5 Malaysian statistics on squatters should be treated as approximate 
estimates only. Squatters defy accurate enumeration in view of their transient 
nature. Physical and social inaccessibility to the residents in such settlements, 
also constrains accurate assessment.
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incorporated a significant number of rural and peri-urban squatters previously 
located outside Kuala Lumpur.
Dimensions and Characteristics
In 1980, there were an estimated 243,200 squatters within the Federal Territory 
of Kuala Lumpur - one-quarter of its population (City Hall, 1984:115). Indians, 
however, accounted for only a minority of these squatters (15 per cent) 
compared to the Chinese (52 per cent) and the Malays (33 per cent)6. But, as 
shown in Figure 3.2, the number of Indian squatters doubled between 1966 and 
1980.
Thousands
1 4 0
Malays Chinese Indians
Squatters
Figure 3.2: Ethnic Distribution of Squatters in Kuala Lumpur, 1966 and 1980. 
(Sources: Azizah Kassim, 1985:69; and City Hall, 1984:115).
6 There are also a substantial number of Indonesian squatters in Kuala 
Lumpur who have either been ignored or included in the Malay squatter 
statistics. See Azizah Kassim (1987).
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Ethnie segregation is a major characteristic of the estimated 177 squatter 
settlements located in Kuala Lumpur. Figure 3.3 shows the ethnic distribution of 
squatter settlements throughout the Federal Territory. There is a definite trend 
for squatters of a particular ethnic category ‘to group together in one locality 
forming a close-knit community’ (Azizah Kassim, 1985:81). In 1980, 84 per cent 
of squatter settlements were mono-ethnic (City Hall, 1984:116). But even within 
the few mixed squatter settlements, internal segregation usually persists. Given 
the diverse cultural, religious and linguistic backgrounds of these people, this 
pattern is not surprising. Azizah Kassim (1985: 83) has summarized the situation 
according to local stereotypes as follows:
Malays and Chinese, for example, tend not to live close together as 
neighbors because the Chinese often rear pigs and pigs are abhorrent to 
Malays on religious grounds. Malays keep away from the Indians 
because of the prevalent stereotype that Indians are unclean. Chinese 
and Indians keep away from the Malays because the former feel the 
Malay way of life limits much of their economic and socio-cultural 
activities.
Indeed, ethnic segregation is a major characteristic of residential settlement in 
Kuala Lumpur (see Lee Boon Thong, 1976). While a significant amount of 
ethnic intermixing does exist, it is mostly in middle and upper income 
residential areas. In contrast, ethnic segregation is greatest among the lower 
income groups. The poor, including the bulk of the squatters, are far more 
constrained in their choice of residential location. Living with people of the 
same ethnic background provides them with much needed social and economic 
assistance. More significantly, ethnic segregation in the case of the squatters 
reflects the existence of patron-client relationships structured around ethnicity 
and, in particular, the ethnically based political parties of the ruling Barisan 
Nasional (BN) coalition government.7 Branches of the UMNO, MCA and MIC 
political parties, the main Peninsular based components of the BN, are to be 
found within most Malay, Chinese and Indian squatter settlements. These 
branches play a significant role in the lives of the squatters, particularly in terms 
of harnessing assistance from the government for such amenities as water supply 
and electricity.
7 See Chan (1983) and Azizah Kassim (1985).
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Socio-economic Status
Some generalizations can be made about the overall position of squatters in 
Malaysian society. Practically all studies conducted on squatters in Kuala 
Lumpur, and other parts of the Klang Valley, have confirmed that the vast 
majority of them are poor. In 1980, 44 per cent of squatters in Kuala Lumpur 
had monthly household incomes of less than M$400 and 78 per cent had 
incomes less than M$600. In contrast, the average monthly household income 
for the general population was M$l,447 (City Hall, 1984:22 and 117).
The poverty and low income experienced by most squatters reflect their position 
at the bottom of the occupational hierarchy. The majority are employed as 
factory workers, labourers, guards, drivers, or as self-employed petty traders and 
hawkers. They are to be found in both the formal and so called informal sectors 
of the economy. Indeed, many squatters hold more than one job and have a foot 
in both sectors. Being at the bottom of the employment hierarchy they have 
little security and work long hours for minimal pay. Only around 11 per cent of 
squatters occupy professional, managerial, administrative or clerical positions 
(City Hall, 1984: 117).
Poverty, however, is not only a multi-dimensional phenomenon, it is also a 
relative concept. The poverty of squatters in Kuala Lumpur cannot be compared 
with that of those in many other Third World cities. Despite their low socio­
economic status in Malaysian society, the majority of squatters in Kuala Lumpur 
are a lot better off in terms of their income levels and living standards. To a 
large extent this reflects the more favourable economic status of Malaysia as a 
resource rich nation with a low population to land ratio. There is no comparison 
between the degree of poverty existing throughout much of Africa and in Indian 
and Brazilian cities, with that in Malaysia. The average squatter in Malaysia is 
generally well fed, has at least some form of solid shelter and access to an 
impressive range of consumer goods. As noted by Azizah Kassim (1987b: 10), it 
is not uncommon to find television sets, electrical goods, a range of furniture 
and show cases of crockery and dishes. The proportion owning more expensive
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items such as vehicles, refrigerators and video sets, however, is smaller. While 
ownership of consumer goods can be a deceptive indicator of well-being, it does 
provide one means of assessing standards of living.
But the physical living conditions of the squatters in Malaysia, relative to the 
non-squatter population, are still generally poor. While two-thirds of squatter 
households have access to public water standpipes, only 10 per cent have piped 
water within their dwellings (City Hall, 1984: 116). The public standpipes are 
often shared by as many as 50 to 100 households. Sewage disposal systems 
within kampungs are frequently inadequate and insanitary. In relation to all 
households in the city, squatters have a considerably lower level of toilet and 
bathing facilities (Wegelin, 1978:107). Shared toilet facilities are not uncommon. 
Less than 10 per cent of squatter households have legal access to electricity 
(Azizah Kassim (1987b:8). A much larger proportion, however, obtain electricity 
through illegal connections to power lines or through the use of illegal 
generators (The Malay Mail. 1987a: 1). These illegal connections pose severe fire 
hazards. Indeed, squatter settlement areas have the highest incidence of fire 
throughout the Federal Territory (The Malay Mail. 1987b:4). In 1986 alone there 
were at least 36 fires in various squatter settlements.
Most squatters throughout the Klang Valley live in wooden plank houses with 
galvanized iron roofing. Following rural tradition Malay houses are usually built 
on stilts with plank floors. In contrast, the houses of the Indian and Chinese 
squatters are not uplifted. Generally the floor comprises a concrete slab or, for 
those not so well-off, compacted earth. Squatter houses in and around Kuala 
Lumpur are, on average, more crowded in terms of number of occupants and 
households residing within them than is the case for urban households (Wegelin, 
1978:106). The number of household occupants and dwelling densities per 
hectare varies considerably between squatter settlements. Inner-city squatter 
settlements are usually far more crowded than those located in more peripheral 
locations where there is less pressure on land.
Many squatter settlements are also extremely prone to flooding. Combined with 
a lack of adequate drainage and toilet facilities, flooding has compounded 
hygiene and health related problems existing in many kampungs. Their 
proneness to flooding reflects their physical location along river banks, near
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disused mining ponds, and in remote low-lying areas hidden from the sight of 
government officials.
3. SQUATTERS AND THE STATE
Squatters occupy a particularly insecure position in Malaysian society. Under 
Section 425 of the 1965 National Land Code, squatting is a criminal offence. 
Those guilty of it are liable to a fine not exceeding M$ 10,000 or imprisonment 
for a term not exceeding a year (Legal Research Board, 1987:231). Other 
legislation pertaining to squatters in Kuala Lumpur includes: The Kuala Lumpur 
Federal Capital (Clearance of Squatters) By-Laws (1963); Section 342A of the 
Municipal Ordinance', and the Emergency (Clearance of Squatters) Regulations 
(1969). These different pieces of legislation provide for demolition, eviction, 
fining and imprisonment of squatters. Most of the existing laws, however, have 
not been enforced due mainly to the sheer size of the perceived problem. In 
addition, patron-client relationships, especially between the squatters and various 
politicians, have played an increasingly important role in the prevention of 
demolition and in the provision of basic facilities and utilities to such 
settlements. Like most facets of life in the society, these relationships have been 
shaped to a significant degree along ethnic lines. This has important implications 
for the Chinese and Indians, who lack the political connections and clout that 
their Malay counterparts hold in the society. Despite the existence of these 
relationships, the squatters’ fate remains in the hands of the state and its various 
urban authorities.
Perception and Response
The perception and response of the state to squatters has varied considerably 
over time. In the early decades of the twentieth century, physical and health 
problems associated with squatter settlement were the main concern. With 
declaration of the Emergency in 1948, perception changed dramatically. Past 
concern over health and physical conditions in Kuala Lumpur gave way to 
concern over security and possible political unrest within squatter settlements 
(Anthony, 1971:206). Fears of squatters collaborating with Communists further 
prompted attempts to demolish squatter settlements and provide alternative 
accommodation.
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The early 1950s saw the emergence of explicit policies directed towards eviction 
and resettlement (Johnstone, 1979:227). A number of resettlement projects were 
implemented, including the Petaling Jaya scheme. This involved the relocation 
of around 2,400 squatter families away from the Kuala Lumpur municipal area 
into what was to become the city of Petaling Jaya. But this scheme and others 
proved ineffective in reducing the squatter population. In 1956 a large fire left 
2,000 families in the centre of Kuala Lumpur homeless (Anthony, 1971:223). 
This resulted in the development of some of the first low-cost housing schemes 
for squatters.
With Independence in 1957, Kuala Lumpur became the Federal capital. 
Subsequently, rapid in-migration to the city renewed alarm over squatters. A 
distinction was increasingly being made between ‘new’ and ‘old’ squatters. In 
1963, the Federal Capital (Clearance o f Squatters) By-Laws were passed which 
allowed demolition of squatter houses and punishment of squatters occupying 
state land, but these only applied to ‘new’ squatters (Anthony, 1971:230). New 
squatters were defined as persons who had been squatting for less than one year. 
Older squatters were not to be evicted unless their land was required for 
essential purposes and alternative housing was available for them.
After Independence, the Ministry of Local Government and Housing commenced 
the provision of subsidized loan funds to state governments for the purpose of 
building low-cost houses. This represented the first major direct intervention by 
the public sector in what had previously been the domain of private enterprise 
(Johnstone, 1984:519). Between 1957 and 1984, some 40,000 low-cost housing 
units were constructed, largely to cater for the mass of people unable to afford 
housing at market prices.
Ethnic disturbances in May 1969 resulted in attention once again being focused 
on squatters. They were perceived to have played a major role in the 
disturbances. A sub-committee of the National Operations Council on squatter 
rehousing and resettlement was established. It outlined the following problems 
which it felt squatters created:
‘a) Squatters challenge the status of governments as agencies for
maintaining law and order;
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b) the predominance of squatting in Kuala Lumpur as the capital city 
reduces its image....;
c) squatting results in an increase in crime...;
d) squatter areas are the seedbeds for thugs...;
e) squatting results in a loss of substantial revenue...;
f) as the number of squatters increase, their influence and resistance to 
eviction grows...;
g) squatting not only affects the physical development of Kuala 
Lumpur, but also its economic, social and political stability;
h) squatter huts are generally fire hazards as well as a menace to public 
health...’ (cited by Johnstone, 1979:230).
Emergency (Clearance of Squatters) Regulations passed in 1969, supported what 
Johnstone (1979:231) has described as ‘alarmist’ responses towards the squatters. 
Between 1969 and 1975, 2,790 dwellings were demolished in a joint squatter 
clearance programme between the Kuala Lumpur municipality and the Selangor 
state government (Pushpa Leela Ramanujam, 1986:86). In 1972 the Federal 
Territory of Kuala Lumpur was created resulting in its official separation from 
the state of Selangor. This gave rise to new administrative, judicial and political 
changes affecting the squatters. Squatters located within the boundaries of the 
newly created Federal Territory were no longer under the jurisdiction of 
Selangor’s state and local level government authorities. Instead, they came under 
the jurisdiction of City Hall - the major government bureaucracy responsible for 
urban development and dealing with squatters in the Federal Territory.
New Policy Initiatives
Resettlement into low-cost housing remained the major policy being directed 
towards squatters in Kuala Lumpur but new policy initiatives emerged in the 
1970s. These included site and service and squatter settlement upgrading 
schemes, community development projects and greater private sector 
participation in the redevelopment of squatter areas and the production of low- 
cost housing for the displaced squatters. While these new initiatives heralded a 
more humanitarian approach towards squatters, the ethnic bias of post-colonial 
Malaysian government meant that in many cases they favoured Malay squatters.
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In 1978 a report produced by City Hall affirmed the adoption of a more 
humanitarian approach to squatters (Azizah Kassim, 1985:286). Among other 
things, this report specified that those people who had occupied government land 
prior to 1978 would not be evicted unless the land was absolutely needed for 
development purposes. In the event of eviction, however, squatters were to be 
rehoused into low-cost housing. For those areas where squatter settlements 
already existed, an attempt was to be made to upgrade them with basic 
amenities and social services.
Squatter settlement upgrading has involved the provision and improvement of 
basic infrastructure and amenities including roads, drainage, electricity and water 
supply. But upgrading has only occurred in a very ad hoc manner, usually in 
cases where squatters have been able to exercise political leverage with local 
authorities and politicians (Wegelin, 1978:93). Given the dominance of the 
Malays in the ruling government coalition, and in public sector positions, it is 
not surprising that Malay squatters have the most leverage in this regard. 
Between 1974 and 1983, over 60 squatter settlements in Kuala Lumpur were 
upgraded with funds totalling around M$750,000. The vast majority of these 
improvements were in Malay squatter settlements (Johnstone, 1983b:263).
The adoption of a more humanitarian approach towards the squatters appears to 
have been very much politically motivated. According to Azizah Kassim 
(1985:285-292), it was basically UMNO’s concern with gaining the electoral 
support of Malay squatters that led to this shift in policy in the late 1970s. In 
the 1978 election results, the Barisan Nasional fared poorly within the different 
constituencies of the Federal Territory. With Malay squatters making up an 
increasingly significant portion of these mostly Chinese dominated 
constituencies, the importance of gaining their votes was recognized. As noted 
by Azizah Kassim (1985:289), it was this recognition ‘which triggered national 
leaders in UMNO to reappraise their attitudes towards the squatters’ and to 
instruct agencies such as City Hall to come up with measures to assist them. 
These measures included the upgrading of some squatter areas and provision of 
basic facilities such as community water standpipes.
In addition, a number of programmes focusing on community development have 
been implemented since the late 1970s. City Hall working with 12 other 
government departments is presently implementing an ‘integrated programme of
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human development’, known as Programme Nadi. The Sang Kancil project, 
which comes under the Nadi umbrella, has focused on the development of 
mother and child health clinics, pre-schools and a range of income generating 
projects in squatter settlements (Khairuddin Yusof, 1982:280).8 Between 1978 
and 1982 Sang Kancil projects were operational in four squatter settlements 
within the Federal Territory - all in predominantly Malay areas.
In essence, current policies directed towards squatters in the Federal Territory 
include:
- The provision of legal and decent housing to all squatter households 
through resettlement in low-cost housing either in non-squatter areas or 
more realistically on redeveloped squatter sites;
- In the interim the provision of facilities and amenities to improve and 
make more tolerable existing squatter settlements;
- The implementation of measures to eliminate squatter landlords (i.e. 
people capitalizing on other peoples’ housing needs);
- The implementation of programmes to increase the real incomes of 
squatters and the intensification of existing community development 
programmes for squatters (City Hall, 1984: 118-122).
These policies are at least based on the recognition that ‘the majority of 
squatters have no other solution to their housing problems’ and that squatters 
have been ‘an indispensable source of manpower for the city’s growing 
economy’ (City Hall, 1984: 115). At the same time underlying these policies is 
the basic perception that ‘because of their unplanned, insanitary and congested 
conditions’, squatter settlements are ‘inappropriate in the urban modem setting’ 
(City Hall, 1984:115).
Resettlement of squatters and the redevelopment of their settlements is thus City 
Hall’s major long term goal. Between 1978 and 1987, 8,847 families were 
evicted and resettled in either flats or temporary longhouse accommodation. 
Indeed, the latest policy initiative involves the participation of the private sector
8 ‘Sang Kancil’, meaning mouse deer, is an animal well known in 
Malaysian folklore for its cleverness and ability to survive. The project which 
hopes to engender these qualities, aims to increase the development potential of 
women and children in urban squatter communities.
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in redeveloping squatter areas into profitable housing estates. This response has 
affected the case study population and resulted in the phased demolition of their 
settlement (see Chapter 7).
The growth of squatter settlements has continued unabated despite the efforts of 
the government. It has been accelerated with the implementation of the NEP, 
particularly as a result of increased migration of Malays and Indians to urban 
areas. Many of these new migrants to the city have frequently been unable to 
purchase or rent ‘legal’ housing. Instead, they have joined the growing squatter 
population. In 1982 it was estimated that in Kuala Lumpur, 81 per cent of 
households occupying public low-cost flats, 82 per cent of all squatter 
households and 60 per cent of legal tenants could not afford to enter the private 
housing market (Wee, 1985:129). The poor, including the majority of squatters, 
have been priced out of the private housing market.9 Indian squatters appear to 
occupy a particularly vulnerable position in society.
4. INDIAN SQUATTERS: A NEGLECTED MINORITY
There has been little research or investigation into the status of Indian squatters. 
Most of the research to date has focused either on squatters irrespective of 
ethnic status or on Malay and, to a lesser degree, Chinese squatters. The most 
comprehensive study to date on Indian squatters was undertaken by Rajoo 
(1985). In particular, his research focused on the dynamics of socio-cultural and 
political change in one urban Indian squatter settlement from an anthropological 
perspective. Other studies of Indian squatters (see Appendix 3) have mainly 
explored their socio-economic and demographic characteristics in various 
settlements.
In comparing the position of Malay, Chinese and Indian squatters in Kuala 
Lumpur, Chan (1983:500) concluded that ‘there is no doubt, by any measure, 
that Indian squatters are in a very difficult situation compared to their Malay 
and Chinese counterparts’. The ‘situation’ of Indian and the other squatters
9 The production of low-cost housing has not kept pace with demand. In the 
Fourth Malaysian Plan period (1980 - 1985), completed public low-cost housing 
fell short of target by 60 per cent. The term Tow-cost housing’ however, is 
misleading given that it is beyond the means of many. In 1986, a low-cost 
housing unit was generally priced at M$ 25,000.
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hinges to a large degree on their relationship with the urban bureaucracy and a 
variety of mostly political patrons. Significantly, these relationships influence the 
ability of the squatters to avoid eviction, obtain necessary protection and access 
to much needed facilities.
Malay domination of government bureaucracies, including City Hall, and the 
political system, has given the Malay squatters relatively more political and 
ethnically based leverage to improve their status. As noted by Chan (1983:495) 
the government, represented through the UMNO political party, is the paramount 
patron of the Malay squatters:
The government machinery and UMNO political party are of course 
different entities. But to most Malay squatters the distinction is of no 
practical significance. What is crucial is that it is the imperative duty of 
the government and UMNO to protect and assist them.
This is because these Malays perceive themselves as Bumiputra. Thus, they 
expect, and have frequently received, protection, help and special treatment. 
Assistance has been given to the Malay squatters by the government to uplift 
their status in accordance with NEP objectives, and to gain their electoral 
support. Because of their non-Malay status, Chinese and Indian squatters have 
not received the same level of support. The Chinese squatters, however, appear 
to occupy a slightly more secure position. Government statistics, as outlined 
above, show that their incomes are generally higher on average than those of 
Indian and Malay squatters. Historically, the Chinese have also dominated the 
urban Malaysian setting and established for themselves a strong niche in the 
commercial and trading sectors of the economy. They have learned to survive 
without the direct support of the state. With their greater social cohesion, 
numerical and economic strength, Chinese squatters appear to be in a better 
position than their Indian counterparts to survive in the city and to avoid having 
their settlements demolished.
Indian squatters have no such clout. They represent a minority within an already 
fragmented minority. In none of the five constituencies of the Federal Territory 
do they constitute a significant political or economic force, and they have little 
leverage with politicians either within or outside the MIC. While squatters are a 
disadvantaged section of Malaysian society it would seem that Indians are 
particularly disadvantaged.
PART TWO
THE CASE STUDY: 
PEOPLE IN TRANSITION

CHAPTER 4
THE JOURNEY TO THE KAMPUNG
It remains to mention the Indians...Many have found their way to the 
town from the rubber estates (Bennett, 1961:331).
Few studies have focused on Malaysian Indians who have made the transition 
from estate to city life. Even fewer have studied those who have ended up 
living in squatter settlements. This chapter introduces the case study of Indians 
residing in Kampung Mariyamman. It provides necessary background for 
subsequent examination of their efforts to deal with shelter, livelihood and 
forced resettlement. In particular it addresses the following questions: who are 
these Indian squatters; where have they come from; and why did they journey to 
Kuala Lumpur? Once they arrived in the city, other questions arise. Where did 
they settle; and why did they eventually choose to live in Mariyamman - a 
squatter settlement?
Before addressing these questions Kampung Mariyamman has to be located 
within the Klang Valley and its key characteristics described (Section 1). This 
sets the context for focusing on the nature, origins and backgrounds of its Indian 
settlers (Section 2). Attention then turns to their journey to the kampung 
(Section 3). A framework is used to conceptualize their complex movements. 
With its aid the movements of the Indian settlers are tracked to Kuala Lumpur 
and shifts within the metropolitan area are then explored.
1. A KAMPUNG ON THE PERIPHERY
Kampung Mariyamman is one of many squatter settlements which have emerged 
with the rapid urbanization of the Klang Valley region since the late 1950s (see 
Figure 4.1). Located nine kilometres southwest of the centre of Kuala Lumpur, 
and on the southern periphery of Petaling Jaya, it straddles the border between
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the Federal Territory and the state of Selangor.1 Within three kilometres, there is 
a large industrial area containing numerous factories and the Sungei Way Free 
Trading Zone, which houses the operations of over 16 multinational firms.
Getting to Mariyamman requires travelling first through middle-class suburbia, 
and then on a dirt, pot-holed track which winds to the edge of the city. Aside 
from squatter houses, a few coffee shops, junk yards and an automobile 
workshop line the way. On approaching the kampung one is immediately struck 
by the sight of a large dump which borders the settlement to the north and 
northwest. Ripe odours of decomposing rubbish permeate the air. To the east 
Mariyamman merges with two other squatter settlements. To the west and south 
it is bordered by the Klang River. Located between the river and the kampung, 
a major construction site rears upward. Until 1986, this site was filled with 
squatter dwellings which formed part of Kampung Mariyamman. Since then, the 
settlement has been in the process of phased demolition as part of a government 
initiated and private sector implemented programme which aims to redevelop the 
area into a modem housing estate.
Until 1974 Kampung Mariyamman was located entirely within the state of 
Selangor. With the creation of the Federal Territory of Kuala Lumpur, all but 
about 30 houses in the settlement were incorporated within it. From an 
administrative point of view the kampung is therefore under the jurisdiction of 
two different government authorities. Only those squatters located within the 
Federal Territory are affected by the redevelopment programme.
Kampung Mariyamman is a multi-ethnic squatter settlement (see Figure 4.2). 
Aside from Indians it contains Malays and Chinese. With the exception of a 
small number of dwellings each of the different ethnic groups occupies 
geographically separate areas or territories within the kampung. This pattern of 
segregation reflects the importance of ethnic and kinship ties in the efforts of 
the squatters to establish and consolidate their positions - a theme which will be 
elaborated upon in Chapter 5.
1 The city of Petaling Jaya, which has developed into a major urban and 
industrial centre in its own right, lies adjacent to the Federal Territory in the 
state of Selangor.
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The Indian Quarter
When I first came to Kampung Mariyamman it was by no means obvious that it 
was in the process of being redeveloped. That part of it already demolished was 
hidden in a huge depression behind remaining squatter houses and a mass of 
vegetation. What remained of the Indian quarter had the appearance of a fully 
intact settlement (see Plate 1). My first impression was that it was more 
reminiscent of a peaceful, well established rural village than an urban squatter 
settlement. Trees, shrubs and other greenery lined the intricate paths winding 
through it (see Plate 2). Much of this greenery comprised fruit bearing trees and 
plants, as well as ornamental gardens established by households. Animal life in 
the kampung further reinforced its rural character. Many households kept 
chickens. Dogs, cats and even a herd of cattle could also frequently be seen 
wandering through the kampung.
Everywhere there were signs that this was a well established settlement and one 
in which the residents had consolidated their position. Most houses were solidly 
built structures which had been extended and improved upon over time (see 
Plate 3). While some were of higher quality than others, the bulk had concrete 
foundations, walls made out of a combination of bricks and wooden planks, 
windows with wooden shutters and corrugated iron roofs. Only a few dwellings 
were of noticeably poor quality. Space had also been reserved by the early 
settlers for the development of roads and pathways. In a few more recently 
settled areas the houses were densely packed together in a way which limited 
accessibility to narrow walking tracks.
The majority of households remaining in the Indian section of the kampung also 
had access to electricity (84 per cent). Water supply was less accessible, being 
met from three public taps, rainwater and a few old wells. At all times people 
could be seen carrying water in plastic containers by hand or on the back of a 
bicycle, or waiting to use the communal standpipes (see Plates 4 and 5). From 
each of the communal taps hung an octopus-like tangle of rubber hoses used to 
convey water to different houses. Each tap was in constant use, day and night.
The settlement was prone to flooding (see Plates 6 and 7). Large drains, 
however, had been dug to channel excess water (see Plate 8). A small bridge
Plate 1: The undemolished section of Kampung Mariyamman.
Plate 2: A shop on the main road through the Indian quarter.
Plate 3. Typical squatter housing in the Indian quarter - 
note the concrete foundations.
Plate 4: Carting water in the kampung.
Plate 5: A communal standpipe.
Plates 6 and 7: 
Flooding - a 
major problem 
in the kampung.
Plates 8 and 9: Community labour was used to build drains 
(see above) and upgrade the Hindu temple.
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had also been built over a particularly flood-prone access point. Roads and 
pathways through the kampung had been upgraded and repaired with rubble and 
fill. A potholed dirt track - the main road - wove through the settlement. From 
it branched numerous pathways and shortcuts networking between and around 
houses. Cars, motorcycles, bicycles as well as huge lorries and buses found their 
way into and out of the kampung on a daily basis. The width of some of the 
roads, however, was barely wide enough to allow a vehicle to pass. Many of the 
men worked as drivers, hence the lorries and buses. But only a few owned their 
own lorry or, in the case of one man, a bus. Most merely parked vehicles which 
belonged to someone else outside their houses, giving the illusion of vehicle 
ownership. For the majority, motorcycles, bicycles and walking were the main 
forms of transport. The sight of a whole family - husband, wife, and two 
children sandwiched on the one motorbike was common. This dangerous 
balancing feat was often used out of necessity given the lack of public transport 
services. The nearest bus service was three kilometres away and taxis frequently 
refused to journey the dirt roads leading to the settlement.
The Indians residing in Kampung Mariyamman had access to an impressive 
range of goods and services, despite their fairly isolated location. Once a week a 
large night market (pasar malam) was held on the outskirts of the settlement. 
Over 40 Indian, Malay and Chinese vendors regularly sold their wares at this 
venue. The kampung was also well serviced by many mobile vendors selling 
fresh food and a range of consumer goods from the back of their vans and 
motorbikes (see Plates 10 and 11). They visited the kampung on a daily basis, 
honking their horns to attract customers. Others with a more exotic or 
specialized range of goods came less regularly. These included vendors selling 
sari cloth from India, books, kitchen goods, refrigerators and stoves.
There were three shops remaining in the Indian quarter at the time of the study. 
Selling a range of food and consumer goods they were a focal point for the 
community. At night young males gathered outside them playing cards and 
calling out to passers-by. In the daytime women who came to buy goods could 
be seen chatting and catching up on local gossip. Before demolition there were 
over 20 shops and numerous other home-based enterprises operating in the 
kampung (see Plates 12 and 13). The latter included: tailors specializing in the 
sewing of traditional Indian clothing; households selling fresh vegetables, cooked 
food and ice cream; a barber; carpenters; mechanics; and a craftsman who
Plates 10 and 11: Mobile vendors sell their wares in the kampung.
Plates 12 and 13: Home-based industries in the Indian quarter.
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specialized in painting Hindu and Christian pictures - for which there was great 
demand.
The religious pictures hanging above most front doors, highlighted the 
significance of religion in daily lives. The vast majority of the Indian settlers 
were Hindus. A temple located on the outskirts of the settlement was regularly 
attended. A minority were Christian, most being Methodists, Catholics or 
Seventh Day Adventists. A Tamil Methodist church was also located within the 
kampung. Equipped with pews and a resident pastor, it provided regular weekly 
services to about 30 Indian families in the kampung.
In 1985 there were also at least 42 squatter industries located in Kampung 
Mariyamman. Two years later less than 15 remained. Many were demolished 
contemporaneously with the field investigation. These squatter industries 
manufactured a diverse range of products including furniture, wooden crates, 
floor tiles, zinc products, iron rods, snack foods, pillows and mattresses (see 
Plates 14 and 15). Before demolition they had provided employment for many 
squatters in Mariyamman.
Reflecting the political aspects of Malaysian life, there was also a small MIC 
(Malaysian Indian Congress) branch office located in the kampung. As the 
headquarters of one of two MIC branches active in the settlement, it symbolized 
that over time the Indian settlers had not only improved their living environment 
but had organized themselves politically. In many ways these two processes 
were integrally linked (see Chapter 5).
Origins of the Kampung
Kampung Mariyamman originated in the early 1970s on the tailings of an 
abandoned tin mine. Its emergence is linked to the expansion of urban and 
industrial development in the Klang Valley since the late 1950s. Figures 4.3 and 
4.4 show landuse in 1945 and 1966 around the site on which the kampung was 
later to develop. In 1945 the area was dominated by tin and rubber, the two 
commodities which spurred the growth of Kuala Lumpur in the first half of the 
twentieth century. By 1966, as shown in Figure 4.3, urban and industrial landuse 
had encroached significantly. This reflected the expansion of Kuala Lumpur and,
Plates 14 and 15: 
A wooden crate 
manufacturer in 
the kampimg.
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Figure 4.3. Landuse Around the Future Site of Kampung Mariyamman 1945 
Source: Cadastral Map of Kuala Lumpur and Selangor, 1945, 1:63,360
Figure 4.4. Landuse Around Future Site of Kampung Mariyamman, 1966 
ppurces: 1966 Aerial Photographs of Kuala Lumpur and Selangor, Geology 
Department University of Malaya; Cadastral Map of Kuala Lumpur and 
Selangor, 1965, 1:25,000
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more particularly, the development of Petaling Jaya. This city commenced in 
1953 as a scheme for resettling squatters from Kuala Lumpur (McGee and 
McTaggart 1967:3). According to informants the very development of this New 
Town displaced a large number of Indians who had been working in a rubber 
estate previously located on the site. Many relocated to squatter settlements in 
close proximity with some later ending up in Kampung Mariyamman.
With the cessation of tin operations to the south of Petaling Jaya in the early 
1970s, leaders of the three ethnic groups employed by the mine (Indian, Chinese 
and Malay) approached management about the possibility of using abandoned 
land for settlement. Numerous informants confirm this, including the ex-leader 
of the Indian mine workers, who currently resides in a settlement adjacent to 
Kampung Mariyamman. It would seem a strange request given that the land was 
held by the tin mining company on a leasehold basis. When the company ceased 
operations in the area the land reverted to state authority. While the details 
remain sketchy, according to at least three ex-mine workers, an informal 
agreement was reached between the workers and the mine management which 
resulted in abandoned mining land being divided into three areas, one for each 
ethnic group for settlement purposes. The initial settlement of Kampung 
Mariyamman therefore took the form of a planned, racially segregated, 
occupation. The Indian quarter of Kampung Mariyamman originated on the site 
allocated to their race. But many Indian ex-miners allocated land did not end up 
settling on it. As one man explained:
After the tin mine closed up the mine leaders divided the land and gave 
it to the workers...But the actual tin mine people, when they lost their 
jobs, many also went to other places to get jobs. The majority of people 
here are not the original settlers.
Rather than resettling to Kampung Mariyamman, many chose to sell or give 
their allocated land plots to others (see Chapter 5). In many cases land was 
given to relatives who had been living and working elsewhere. As explained by 
one woman: ‘My mother’s uncle was working in the tin mine. He told us about 
the land. This place was given to the mining workers and some of them helped 
their relatives. They brought them here and gave them land’. While the kampung 
had its origins in what might be called a planned occupation, its subsequent 
growth and development was by gradual accretion. Once settlement had begun 
in the area, people with no affiliation to the tin mine increasingly came to squat. 
Who were these people?
82
2. THE INDIAN SETTLERS IN MARIYAMMAN 
A Profile
This section presents a profile of Mariyammaris Indian settlers focusing in 
particular on the residents of the households surveyed. These people were by no 
means a completely homogenous group. In terms of linguistic and regional 
background most were South Indian Tamils (85 per cent). There were also 
smaller numbers of Telegu, Malayali and North Indian Punjabi descent (see 
Table 4.1).
The Indian settlers mostly comprised young married couples with children; more 
than half the survey population was under the age of 21, with 88 per cent being 
less than 40 years old (Table 4.1). They mainly lived in nuclear family 
groupings (64 per cent). The majority were Hindus (84 per cent) with a smaller 
number belonging to an assortment of Christian religions (Table 4.1). All 
Punjabis were of the Sikh faith. Caste based differences also permeated the lives 
and outlooks of these people. Most Hindus categorized themselves as belonging 
to various caste groups known as jati. There were significant numbers of people 
belonging to both high and low caste groups (see Chapter 5).
In terms of their socio-economic status most of the adult Indian settlers still 
living in Kampung Mariyamman, and those residing in the longhouses, were 
blue collar workers. The majority of them worked as low-paid labourers in the 
manufacturing and service sectors of the economy (see Chapter 6). Their 
occupational status reflected their educational levels. Just over half of the adults 
had either no education or only primary schooling. Men, however, were 
generally better educated than the women. Forty three per cent of them had 
completed lower secondary schooling to Form Three level in contrast to only 28 
per cent of the women. Overall only 13 per cent had gone on to Form Five.
The majority of the Indian settlers were migrants to the city (69 per cent) (Table 
4.1). Of the minority originating from Kuala Lumpur, at least four-fifths were 
below the age of 20, indicating they were probably the offspring of people who 
had moved to the city at an earlier time. More detailed information was 
obtained on the origins and backgrounds of the 200 adult survey respondents. 
Ninety-two per cent were migrants to the city (see Table 4.2). Half had arrived
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Table 4.1
Profile of Household Survey Population
Characteristic
K am pung
(Percentage)
Longhouse Total
(n=631) (n=515) (n=l 146)
Gender Male 52 53 53
Female 48 47 47
Age < 21 53 48 50
21-40 37 38 38
> 40 10 14 12
Ethnicity Tamil 84 87 85
Telegu 8 2 5
Malayali 3 3 3
Punjabi 5 8 7
Area of Origin
Kuala Lumpur - 31
conurbation (a)
Selangor - - 28
Perak - - 20
Kedah - - 6
Negri Sembilan - - 5
Other (b) “ - 10
Note: (a) Includes the Federal Territory of Kuala Lumpur and the 
city of Petaling Jaya.
Note: (b) Includes the states of Perlis, Kelantan, Penang, Pahang, 
Malacca, Johor and also outside Malaysia.
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Table 4.2
Profile of Migrant Survey Respondents (a)
Characteristic Per cent 
(n= 183)
Gender Male 72
Female 28
Area of origin
Within Malaysia 92
Selangor 36
Perak 29
Negri Sembilan 10
Kedah 8
Johor 2
Other 7
Outside Malaysia 8
Age on arrival
1 - 15 12
16- 25 50
26- 35 25
> 35 13
Migrant type
Female child (1-12) 2
Male child 4
Female teenager (13-19) 7
Male teenager 22
Female adult (20 +) 19
Male adult 46
Note: (a) This table only relates to the ‘survey
respondents’in each of the 200 households surveyed who 
had migrated to Kuala Lumpur
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in Kuala Lumpur between the ages of 16 and 25. Most were single bachelors 
seeking their fortunes in the city. All the females among the 183 migrant settlers 
either followed their husbands and families to Kuala Lumpur or joined other 
relatives already established. Most came from the states of Selangor (36 per 
cent) and Perak (29 per cent). Eight per cent had been bom outside Malaysia, 
mostly in India.
It is not surprising that many of the survey respondents came from Selangor and 
Perak. Historically these states have contained the largest concentrations of 
Indians in Malaysia, reflecting their past status as predominant locations of 
plantation agriculture. In the case of Selangor, urban and industrial development 
in the Klang Valley since the late 1950s has resulted in much estate land being 
switched to alternative uses (as occurred with the development of Petaling Jaya 
New Town, various golf courses and housing projects). Indians working in 
estates subjected to redevelopment have often been displaced and forced to 
relocate elsewhere. They have joined the growing number of Indians leaving 
estate life. If there is any one factor characterizing the backgrounds of the 
survey respondents it is their common links to the estate sector.
Estate Background
Seventy-eight per cent of the 200 survey respondents indicated they had 
previously lived and/or worked in an estate plantation.2 Moreover, most of their 
parents had also spent the greater part of their lives working in plantations. As 
shown in Table 4.3, this was the case for 75 per cent of the respondents’ fathers 
and 63 per cent of their mothers.
In-depth interviews were held with 44 respondents from estate backgrounds. 
Many afternoons and evenings spent chatting with them provided a wealth of 
data on their earlier life circumstances. While it is impossible to present all the 
data from so many intricately woven life stories, some general findings are 
presented. All but a few of those interviewed had come from very poor
Table 4.3
2 Rajoo (1985:76-77), in his study of an Indian squatter community, found a 
similar pattern with 92 per cent being migrants and 74 per cent coming from 
plantation backgrounds.
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Table 4.3
Main Occupations of the Parents of the 200 Survey Respondents
Occupation Father 
(Per cent)
Mother 
(Per cent)
E state  Sector 75 63
Labourer/Tapper 57 62
Kangany/Mandor 11 -
Other (a) 7 1
N on-E state 25 8
Labourer 15 6
Business/Trader 4 2
Guard/ Policeman 5 -
Electrical Technician 1 -
H ousew ife - 29
T otal 100 100
Note: (a) Includes one Tamil school teacher, two estate store 
workers, one priest, one cook and two tailors.
families. Four-fifths described the income situation of their parents when they 
were a child as being ‘very inadequate’ to meet the basic needs of their families. 
The few who described their situation as being well-off had parents in better 
paid positions working as kanganies (work supervisors) or in one case as a 
Tamil school teacher. Most had come from very large families - containing on 
average nine children. While numerous offspring meant more mouths to be fed, 
they also provided extra income earners. Family income in the rubber plantation
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estates usually hinged on the amount of latex tapped. Thus, children’s education 
often came to an abrupt halt by the time they were 12 or 13 and able to work 
alongside their parents. Less than half of the estate group had been educated 
beyond primary level, in all cases in Tamil schools located in or around their 
estates. Of those who did manage to get to high school, most either failed their 
Form Three exams or were forced to quit their schooling after only a few years, 
mainly due to their families’ financial problems. As one women noted, ‘only a 
few families in the estate sent their children to high school and they were 
mostly boys’. Aside from the fact that her family could not afford to send her to 
high school, the closest institution was in a distant town. After finishing primary 
school she, like most of the children, began helping her mother in the house and 
in the rubber plantation. Between the ages of 13 and 16 she worked as a rubber 
tapper.
The ex-estate settlers can be categorized into three groups: those who lived in 
one or more estates with their parents but who left as youths; those who worked 
and lived in one or more estates at various times for a number of years and 
subsequently left usually with families; and finally those who had spent most of 
their lives on the estates and left at an old age. The majority of Mariyamman s 
Indian settlers belonged to the first of these groups, having left the estates as 
single youths.
The Case of Sarny
Sarny’s life is typical of many Indian squatters. Both of his parents were 
rubber tappers whose combined incomes were barely adequate to 
support their nine children. By the age of 12, when he was not 
attending to his studies in the Tamil primary school, Sarny was also 
tapping rubber to help boost the family income. Unlike most of his 
brothers and all his sisters, he was able to go on to high school. Sarny 
described his experience as a student as follows:
I did quite well in school and liked it but I never 
completed my Form Three exams. To get to school I had 
to travel 16 miles to Telek Intan. At first I went by bus - 
it cost M$1.20 each day. My family couldn’t afford to 
keep paying this fare so I stopped taking the bus and 
started riding a bicycle. I had to get up so early and I was 
just so tired riding there and back each day. And when I 
did get home I had to help my parents in the estate. I just
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got fed up with doing this and having no money so I 
decided to stop going to school.
Sarny then moved to a small Icampung where he started working as a 
daily paid labourer. He did many different jobs none of them being 
‘confirmed’ as he described it. A cousin of his who had left the estate 
at an earlier time was in Kuala Lumpur. He wrote to Sarny telling him 
there were many jobs and he should come and join him. In August 
1972 at the age of 17, Sarny caught a bus to Kuala Lumpur.
The Case of Valliamah
Valliamah, a widowed woman in her late sixties, typifies the older 
generation of settlers in Kampung Mariyamman who had spent years 
living and working on various estates before coming to Kuala Lumpur. 
Valliamah’s parents were born in India. At the age of four she followed 
them to Malaysia to a rubber estate in Selangor. Her father was a 
kangany and her mother a rubber tapper. She was one of 11 children 
bom to the first of her father’s two wives. After only one year of 
schooling her education came to an abrupt halt with the Japanese 
invasion of Malaya. All the men were sent to Thailand to build the 
‘Death Railway’. Subsequently, children were put to work on the estate. 
From the age of eight Valliamah laboured. Also at this age she was 
married to her cousin. Before leaving, her father had arranged the 
marriage so that she would be looked after. Six years later she followed 
her husband to an estate in Negeri Sembilan where her mother-in-law 
lived. There they worked as rubber tappers and Valliamah started a 
family. Working and living conditions in the estate were terrible and 
life was a constant struggle. Aside from the low pay, they had snakes 
and leeches to contend with as they went about their work. They heard 
through a relative that they could get higher income working in another 
estate. In the course of the next 15 years they moved to four different 
estates. These moves were triggered by problems with Communists in 
one estate, problems with estate management in two others and forced 
relocation from another following retrenchment. By this time Valliamah 
had eight children and was fed up with the estate life. She and the 
children then went to live with a relative in a nearby kampung. Two of 
her sons were grown up and living in Kuala Lumpur. Like Sarny, they
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had both left the estate as single unmarried youths to seek a better life 
in the city. They called her to come and join them in Mariyamman.
Non-Estate Background
The survey respondents who had not spent any time in the estate sector (22 per 
cent), also mostly came from rural poverty-stricken backgrounds. Their parents 
mainly worked as agricultural, and in a few cases urban labourers at the bottom 
of the occupational hierarchy. The case of Guna exemplifies some of their early 
life circumstances.
The Case of Guna
Guna grew up in a small kampung in Selangor with his mother and four 
siblings. His father had left them when Guna was three years old. To 
support her family, Guna’s mother worked as both a field labourer and 
as a domestic cleaner for a Punjabi family at other times. They lived in 
the garage of the latter’s family who treated them kindly, providing 
them with money for food or school books for the children when they 
were in great financial difficulty. When Guna was 12 his mother moved 
to a larger town where she was able to get accommodation in a squatter 
settlement with relatives. For a while she was unemployed before 
getting a job as a cleaner in a school. At the age of 14, after failing 
school, Guna moved to Kuala Lumpur to get work. On arrival he 
contacted a relative who helped him get a job.
3. JOURNEY TO THE KAMPUNG
The concept of migration consisting of a single movement from rural to urban 
settings does not capture the full dynamics of the migration process as 
experienced by the Indians under study. The case of Valliamah, described 
above, highlighted her movement from one estate to another and eventually to a 
small kampung, before she finally arrived in Kuala Lumpur as a middle-aged 
woman. Sarny, in contrast, had lived in one estate and one rural village before 
coming to the capital as a teenager. Guna had lived in a small rural kampung 
and a larger town. If we are to understand their migrational histories, we need
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to focus on more than just their previous place of residence before coming to 
Kuala Lumpur.
Conceptual Framework
Examination of the migration paths of Mariyammari s settlers from their place of 
origin to the squatter settlement, requires a conceptual framework. The 
framework used is depicted diagramatically in Figure 4.5. The path of migration 
has been divided into two parts: the various moves leading to Kuala Lumpur; 
and then shifts within the city ending in the squatter settlement.
In a bid to comprehend their migration histories, the 200 respondents surveyed 
were asked to detail all the different settlements they had lived in since birth 
and their age on moving to each new settlement location. Names of settlements 
given were then matched with census data indicating population size of various 
settlements.3 It was then possible to classify each move as being from or to the 
following places:
- an estate plantation
- a small town (population up to 9,999)
- a large town (population between 10,000 and 74,999)
- a city (population equal to or greater than 75,000)
- Kuala Lumpur4
- a location outside of Malaysia.
The second part of the journey, the shifts within Kuala Lumpur ending in the 
kampung, were also examined in detail. This included finding out how many 
other areas in the city respondents had resided in before moving to 
Mariyamman, or if they went directly to the kampung. Types of places lived in 
were examined on the basis of whether they were: (a) squatter as opposed to 
non-squatter areas; and (b) areas central or peripheral to Kuala Lumpur city
3 The 1970 census was used given that most of the movements had been 
made in the 1960s and early 1970s.
4 Unless specified otherwise, the term Kuala Lumpur designates the Kuala 
Lumpur conurbation which incorporates Petaling Jaya.
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(1) Estate
(2) Small Town 
(0-9,999)
(3) Larger Town 
(10,000-74,999)
- £> Foreign 
Country
(4) City
(5) KL CONURBATION
P e r i p h e r yn n e r C i t y
Squatter Area
Non-squatter Area
KAMPUNG
Figure 4.5: The Journey to the Kampung: Conceptual Framework
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proper. The dynamics of the possible movements made by the settlers on their 
journey to Kuala Lumpur and, within it, to Kampung Mariyamman, are 
portrayed in Figure 4.5. Overall this framework attempts to capture graphically 
the complexity of the migration process - a process which has often been over 
simplified.
Movement to Kuala Lumpur
Tables 4.4, 4.5, 4.6, 4.7, 4.8 and 4.9, show the migrational paths of the Indian 
settlers from their place of origin to Kuala Lumpur.5 Using the following 
alphabetical codes to represent different settlement types - ‘E’ for estate; ‘S’ for 
small town; ‘L’ for large town; ‘C’ for city; ‘K’ for the Kuala Lumpur area; and 
‘O’ for Locations outside Malaysia - their movements to, from and between 
these different settlement types, to the capital, have been mapped out.
Over half of the 200 survey respondents (52 per cent), originated from estate 
plantations. Their migrational paths to the capital are shown in Table 4.4. On 
average these people shifted location at least three times before arriving in 
Kuala Lumpur. One in four had lived in more than one estate plantation. Indeed, 
movement to two, and in a few cases, three or more estates before coming to 
the capital, was also relatively common. Movement to small towns played a 
slightly more significant role in the migration process than did large towns or 
cities. Forty-three per cent of those originating from estates, however, moved 
directly to Kuala Lumpur.
Fifteen per cent of the Indian settlers originated from small towns. As shown in 
Table 4.5 their paths to the capital also comprised a diverse range of 
movements. Forty per cent in this group had lived in at least one estate 
plantation before journeying to Kuala Lumpur. Another 40 per cent had moved 
directly to the capital from their small town birthplace.
5 Place of origin refers to the first settlement that a person lived in with 
their family after birth. Indian Malaysian women often travel to their home 
towns to give birth, returning to their own residence soon thereafter. In these 
cases, place of origin was taken as the permanent place of residence of the 
mother.
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Migration Patterns Originating from Estate Plantation 6
Table 4.4
Origin Subsequent Moves Respondents
E K 44
E E - K 18
E E - E - K 7
E S - K 4
E L - K 3
E S - L - K 2
E O - E - K 1
E E - E - L - E - L - E - S - K  1
E E - E - C - K 1
E E - S - E - E - K 1
E E - S - E - S - K 1
E E - S - S - K 1
E E - S - K 1
E E - L - K 1
E E - C - E - K - E - E - C - K  1
E S - E - K 1
E S - S - K 1
E S - L - L - S - E - C - K  1
E S - C - K 1
E S - K - L - L - L - K  1
E L - E - E - K 1
E L - E - K 1
E L - L - L - K 1
E L - C - E - K 1
E L - K - L - C - K 1
E C - O - K 1
E C - E - C - K 1
E C - S - K 1
E C - K 1
E K - E - S - E - E - K  1
E K - S - E - K 1
Total 103
Percentage of Survey Respondents 52
Mean No. of Moves 3.2
6 Using data obtained from field survey and 1970 census.
(a) code: O - Outside Malaysia
E - Estate plantation 
S - Small town (0-9,999)
L - Large town (10,000-74,999)
C - City (>75,000)
K - Kuala Lumpur/Petaling Jaya
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Table 4.5
Migration Patterns Originating from Small Towns7
Place of No. of
Origin Subsequent Moves Respondents
S K 12
S E - K 3
s C - K 2
s E - S - K 2
s E - E - E - K 1
s E - S - K - E - K 1
s E - L - L - L - L - E - K 1
s E - K - L - K 1
s S - S - K - S - K - O - K 1
s S - K - S - K 1
s C - E - E - K 1
s C - E - C - K 1
s C - S - L - C - K 1
s O - S - S - S - E - K - S - K 1
s O - S - K 1
Total 30
Percentage of Survey Respondents 15
Mean No. of Moves 3.6
7 Using data obtained from field survey and 1970 census.
(a) code: O - Outside Malaysia
E - Estate plantation 
S - Small town (0-9,999)
L - Large town (10,000-74,999)
C - City (>75,000)
K - Kuala Lumpur/Petaling Jaya
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Table 4.6
Migration Patterns Originating from Large Towns8
Place of 
Origin Subsequent Moves
No. of 
Respondents
L K 7
L E - K 2
L E - E - K 2
L E - L - K 1
L E - L - S - K 1
L S - S - K 1
Total 14
Percentage of Survey Respondents 7
Mean No. of Moves 3.0
8 Using data obtained from field survey and 1970 census.
(a) code: O - Outside Malaysia
E - Estate plantation 
S - Small town (0-9,999)
L - Large town (10,000-74,999)
C - City (>75,000)
K - Kuala Lumpur/Petaling Jay a
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Table 4.7
Migration Pattern Originating from Cities 9
Place of 
Origin Subsequent Moves
No of
Respondents
C E - K 3
C E - E - E - K 3
c K 3
c E - E - K 1
c S - E - K 1
c S - K - L - S - K 1
c L - K 1
c L - K - L - K 1
c K - L - K 1
Total 15
Percentage of Survey Respondents 7
Mean No. of Moves 2.4
9 Using data obtained from field survey and 1970 census.
(a) code: O - Outside Malaysia
E - Estate plantation 
S - Small town (0-9,999)
L - Large town (10,000-74,999)
C - City (>75,000)
K - Kuala Lumpur/Petaling Jaya
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Table 4.8
Migration Patterns Originating from Kuala Lumpur10
Place of 
Origin
Subsequent Moves No of
Respondents
Never Moved Away 17
K O - K 1
K E - E - E - C - K 1
K E - C - L - S - S - L - O - C - K 1
K S - K 1
K L - S - K 1
Total 22
Percentage of Survey Respondents 11
Mean No. of Moves (b) 4.2
10 Using data obtained from field survey and 1970 census.
(a) code: O - Outside Malaysia
E - Estate plantation 
S - Small town (0-9,999)
L - Large town (10,000-74,999)
C - City (>75,000)
K - Kuala Lumpur/Petaling Jaya
(b) Excludes those who remained in Kuala Lumpur area.
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Table 4.9
Migration Patterns Originating from Outside Malaysia 11
Place of
Origin Subsequent Moves
No. of 
Respondents
O E - E - K 3
O E - E - E - K 2
0 K 2
0 O - K - C - K 1
0 E - K 1
o E - E - K - E - K 1
0 E - E - E - E - E - E - S - K 1
o E - E - E - E - E - E - E - E - L - E - E - K 1
0 E - K - E - E - K - E - K 1
0 S - K 1
0 C - K 1
o K - O - K 1
Total 16
Percentage of Survey Respondents 8
Mean No. of Moves 4.3
11 Using data obtained from field survey and 1970 census.
(a) code: O - Outside Malaysia
E - Estate plantation 
S - Small town (0-9,999)
L - Large town (10,000-74,999)
C - City (>75,000)
K - Kuala Lumpur/Petaling Jaya
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One out of every seven survey respondents originated from large towns. Table 
4.6 shows their migrational paths. Half of them moved directly to Kuala 
Lumpur. The rest moved to rural locations (estates or small towns) and, in the 
case of two people, to other large towns before coming to the capital. Seven per 
cent originated from cities with populations greater than 75,000 people (see 
Table 4.7). One-fifth of them moved directly to Kuala Lumpur. The rest moved 
to smaller settlements, with at least half going to estates, before arriving in the 
capital.
Eleven per cent of the survey respondents originated from Kuala Lumpur. The 
majority, as shown in Table 4.8, never moved away. Those who did went to a 
range of settlement types (estates, small towns, large towns) before returning to 
Kuala Lumpur. One person moved to nine different locations, including a stay 
overseas in India, before returning.
Eight per cent of the Indian settlers surveyed were bom outside Malaysia, 
mostly in India. On arrival in Malaysia, the majority (56 per cent) moved from 
one estate to another (see Table 4.9). One man had lived and worked in 10 
different estates before coming to live in Kuala Lumpur. Respondents in this 
group were among the oldest of the survey respondents. They came from an 
earlier generation of Indians with direct links to India.
The complexity of movement shown in Tables 4.4, 4.5, 4.6, 4.7, 4.8 and 4.9 
defies any simple analysis. Indeed, the aim in presenting this data is not so 
much for the purpose of detailed analysis, but rather to highlight this 
complexity. Some more general observations can, however, be made from the 
tables. Overall, only a third of the survey respondents had moved to Kuala 
Lumpur directly from their place of origin. For the rest the path to Kuala 
Lumpur was often circuitous involving an intricate pattem of step migration 
between estates, small towns, large towns and cities. Two-thirds had moved at 
least two times before coming to live in the capital. Even before arriving in 
Kuala Lumpur the majority had experienced transition to new locations, jobs and 
living circumstances. Moreover, their mobility patterns highlighted a degree of 
instability and vulnerability in their lives. The case of Valliamah, previously 
outlined, perhaps epitomizes the struggles of many Indians to earn a living and 
raise a family during the turbulent decades of the 1950s and 1960s. Survival for
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her meant moving from one plantation estate to the next - with little significant 
improvement in income or working conditions. The cycle of moving between 
estates was most often broken with movement to nearby small towns, or as 
result of young offspring venturing to the city in search of work and a better 
life.
Examination of the migrational paths of the settlers also revealed a significant 
degree of rural to rural migration prior to arrival in Kuala Lumpur.12 Moreover, 
there was no gradual pattern of step-migration up the urban hierarchy from 
estates to small towns then large towns, cities and finally Kuala Lumpur. 
Movement occurred in seemingly random fashion up and down the settlement 
hierarchy. Three-quarters of the migrant settlers, however, had been living in 
either an estate or small town immediately before moving to the capital. Small 
towns, in particular, appeared to play an important role in the transition of estate 
workers to non-estate environments.
The moves of the Indian settlers were also examined to determine whether they 
were between or within a particular Malaysian state. Movement within states 
was found to be far more common than movement between states. Sixty per 
cent had lived in only one state prior to moving to Kuala Lumpur.
Reasons for Coming to the Capital
Most of the Indian settlers arrived in Kuala Lumpur in the late 1960s and 1970s 
(see Figure 4.6). This period can be seen as a turning point in Malaysian 
history. Racial riots in 1969 had led to the formation of the NEP and a 
subsequent emphasis on societal reconstruction. Many Chinese had fled the 
capital following the riots. While the Indian settlers were hesitant to talk about 
these events, quite a few mentioned the greater availability of jobs in Kuala 
Lumpur in the period following the disturbances as having influenced their 
migration.
There was usually no single reason given for moving to the city (see Figure 
4.7). Stated explanations centered on a number of inter-linked factors. Reasons
12 Estates and small towns have been included in the definition of rural areas.
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Time period
1960-1964
1965-1969
1970-1974
1975-1979
1980-1984
1985-1987
0 5 10  15  2 0  25  3 0  3 5
Per cent
Figure 4.6: Time Period in which Respondents Arrived in Kuala 
Lumpur.
Employment 
To join family 
Tired of estate life 
Problems in estate 
For education 
Family con f l ic t  
Other Reason
Per cent
Figure 4.7: Reasons Given by Migrant Survey Respondents for
Moving to Kuala Lumpur from Last Place of Residence.
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given, however, were usually job-related In the case of those living in estates 
immediately before coming to Kuala Lumpur, typical responses included:
The pay was very low and all my family had gone to KL so I followed.
I had been educated up to Form Three and thought why should I work 
the estate life.
It was difficult for me and my children to get estate work so we came 
to Kuala Lumpur.
My husband had gone to Kuala Lumpur to get a job so I left the estate 
to join him.
Inadequate wages and amenities, combined with poor prospects for upward 
mobility, were major factors influencing the decision of Mariyammaris Indian 
settlers to leave the plantations. While most left voluntarily, a few were forced 
out because of difficulty in finding work, others lost their entitlement to estate 
accommodation on retirement and had no choice but to move elsewhere.
The reasons given by those moving from non-estate locations for coming to the 
capital also centred mostly on achieving improved income and employment. In 
addition, a substantial number mentioned having family already located in the 
area as having influenced their decision. Chain migration was clearly a major 
factor facilitating movement.13 Migration to the city was often undertaken by a 
young single or married male who, after establishing a base, would call his 
family to join him.
Movements Within the City to the Kampung
Ward (1976:369) notes that few social scientists have examined the process 
whereby migrants to particular cities ‘move through the urban complex’. In 
studying the movements of residents to three squatter settlements in Mexico City 
he found that the traditionally accepted patterns of migrants moving to the city 
centre, then the periphery, and living first in inner city tenements, and then
13 This was also found to be the case by Rajoo (1985:80), in his study of 
Indian squatters.
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squatter settlements, had altered. He concluded that ‘Direct movement into the 
periphery on the part of incoming migrants is increasingly important, and older 
established squatter areas are the most important suppliers of population’ in more 
recent squatter invasions (Ward, 1976:369).
Examination of the movements of Mariyammari s Indian residents generally 
reinforced Ward’s findings. Overall four-fifths of the survey respondents had 
initially moved directly to locations on the outskirts of Kuala Lumpur. This 
pattern is not surprising in the light of two factors: the location of many 
industrial enterprises on the periphery of the capital, particularly in and around 
the city of Petaling Jaya - providing employment opportunities for new arrivals; 
and the location of many established squatter settlements on the urban edge.
Earlier models of migrant movements within cities (see Turner, 1968) were 
premised on employment opportunities being located in the city centre and took 
little account of industrial development on the periphery. Another factor which 
appears to have been overlooked is the significance of kinship ties. Newly- 
arrived migrants frequently stay with relatives. Many of their relatives are 
already established in squatter settlements. Thus, the decision to move to one 
particular part of the city may be more a reflection of a kinship tie which offers 
a range of benefits than of other factors such as amenity or proximity to 
employment. More than half of the Indian survey respondents indicated that they 
had joined relatives already established in Kampung Mariyamman.
Thirty-six per cent of the migrant Indian settlers had moved directly to 
Kampung Mariyamman - on the urban edge. Subsequent moves of those who 
did not journey directly to the settlement were also largely from one peripheral 
area to another peripheral area. The minority who moved to inner-city locations 
on arrival generally went to the traditional Indian areas of Brickfields, Sentul 
and Bangsar - reinforcing the significance of ethnic and kinship ties. Of those 
who did not move directly to Kampung Mariyamman, the majority had lived in 
only one other area within the city before their arrival (see Table 4.10). The 
extent to which the migrant Indian settlers moved to squatter as opposed to non- 
squatter areas on arrival in Kuala Lumpur is also shown in Table 4.10.
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Table 4.10
Movement of Migrant Respondents within the Kuala Lumpur Conurbation
Destination
Movement 
in the 
city
Other squatter
areas
(Per cent)
Non-squatter 
areas 
(Per cent)
Kampung Mariyamman 
(Per cent)(Cum. Freq.)
First Move 30 34 36 (36)
Second Move 10 9 44 (81)
Third Move 2 3 14 (95)
Fourth Move 1 1 4 (98)
Fifth Move - - 2 (100)
Total 43 47 100 (100)
Two-thirds of the Indians surveyed had moved directly to established squatter 
settlements with just over half of these going to Kampung Mariyamman. 
Overall, 43 per cent had lived in at least one other squatter area before moving 
to the kampung. One respondent had lived in four different squatter areas. This 
highlights the crucial role these settlements played in migrant adjustment to city 
life. It also supports earlier perceptions of squatter settlements on the urban 
fringe being reception centres for incoming migrants (see Bonilla, 1962).
Most of the survey respondents moved into Kampung Mariyamman between 
1970 and 1979 (see Figure 4.8). Their reasons for opting to live in this squatter 
settlement varied (see Figure 4.9). Over half cited having relatives already
105
Time period 
1960-1964
1965-1969 
1970-1974 
1975-1979 
1980-1984 
1985-1987
0 5 10 15 2 0  2 5  30  35  40
Per cent
Figure 4.8: Time Period in which Respondents Arrived in Kampung
Mariyamman.
Family there 
To get land 
To get house 
Cheap housing 
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Rent Problems 
Bigger living space 
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Nice place to live 
Other
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Per cent
Figure 4.9: Reasons for moving to Kampung Mariyamman.
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established in the settlement as being a significant factor. Being able to get 
access to land, their own housing, and cheap accommodation were other reasons 
frequently given. Being, in the main, poorly educated with little skills, most of 
the respondents were unable to afford the cost of housing in the formal real 
estate market. Not surprisingly, on arrival in the city many instead opted to live 
in squatter settlements where they had relatives and friends. Thus kinship and 
friendship ties were used to gain a foothold in the city.
Less than 20 per cent of the Indians surveyed had been owner-occupiers before 
coming to Mariyamman. Not surprisingly then, one in 10 respondents mentioned 
having had problems paying the rent in their previous location as having 
influenced their move to the kampung. Ten per cent had been forced out of their 
previous accommodation. In most cases the houses they had been renting were 
sold. The housing of others was demolished or the respondents, having retired 
from estate, government or company work, were no longer entitled to free 
housing and were forced to seek accommodation elsewhere.
The desire to own a house of their own was a strong factor influencing the 
move into the kampung. This desire was usually expressed in terms of wanting 
to get away from family or friends with whom they had been sharing houses, 
due to either lack of space or getting married. A few respondents mentioned the 
need for a larger area to house their home-based businesses (carpentry, tailoring, 
shops). They chose Kampung Mariyamman. Being on the urban periphery space 
was plentiful there, at least in the early stages of the kampung s development.
RESUME
The majority of Mariyamman s Indian settlers came from poor socio-economic 
backgrounds. While just over half originated from estate plantations, three- 
quarters had lived or worked in various estates before coming to Kuala Lumpur. 
Most moved to at least one other settlement location before arriving in the 
capital. While their reasons for coming to Kuala Lumpur varied, they mostly 
centred on getting work or joining relatives already established in the city. On 
arrival two-thirds moved directly to squatter settlements located on the urban 
periphery, highlighting the crucial role these settlements played in adaptation to 
city life. In Kampung Mariyamman the Indian settlers were able to find cheap
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land and accommodation. More significantly they were able to live in an ethnic 
enclave with people of similar cultural backgrounds. The following chapter 
examines in greater detail how the Indian settlers established and consolidated 
their positions in the squatter settlement.
CHAPTER 5
SOCIAL TIES AND KAMPUNG DEVELOPMENT
Social relationships are crucial to survival in these cities. Obtaining 
housing as well as jobs is a question of developing an effective social 
network. Indeed, the striking feature about the urban poor is their 
activism in the face of seemingly appalling conditions. The study of 
squatter settlements show what can be achieved by people who have 
few material resources (Roberts, 1978:157).
The ability of urban squatters to improve their situation is obviously constrained 
by their social, economic and physical environment. But this does not mean they 
are powerless to act in their own interests, that their actions are insignificant, or 
merely to be understood as serving the wider system. Much can be learned from 
the efforts of the shanty town dwellers to help themselves.1 As Roberts 
(1978:141) has argued, there is a need to understand ‘how, in the face of an 
economically uncertain environment, individuals use the cultural and social 
resources available to them and adopt a particular pattern of coping with the 
difficulties of urban life’.
In addressing this critical theme, attention focuses on the efforts of Indian 
settlers to improve their living situations within Kampung Mariyamman. 
Consideration is given to the role of ethnic, kinship, caste, religious and political 
ties in this process. Initially, however, we examine how the Indian settlers 
established themselves in the squatter settlement - in particular how they 
obtained access to land and shelter (Section 1). The social ties at the household, 
neighbourhood and community levels, which have facilitated access to resources 
and the development of the Indian quarter, are then considered (Section 2).
1. ESTABLISHMENT
Perhaps the most significant theme associated with the establishment of people 
in Kampung Mariyamman is the importance of ethnicity. Ethnic ties have not
1 Lomnitz (1977:213), for example, felt that the reciprocity networks, so 
crucial to the survival of the settlers in Cerrada del Condor, offered ‘a 
prototype for the social structures needed for the survival of mankind.’
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only moulded the genesis of this kampung, but also its subsequent development 
with distinct Indian, Chinese and Malay quarters. This pattern of segregation is 
a direct response to the exigencies of survival in the competitive Malaysian 
urban setting. Like the Chinese and Malay settlers, the Indians in Kampung 
Mariyamman have had to marshall their social and economic resources to 
survive. This has been most effectively achieved by living among their own 
ethnic group. With this theme as a backdrop, the following section examines 
how the Indian settlers established themselves in Kampung Mariyamman and, in 
particular, how they obtained access to land and housing.
Initial Occupation of the Indian Quarter
The initial occupation of Kampung Mariyamman was by no means an ad hoc 
affair, but rather a well conceived strategy of ethnic compromise and 
cooperation. With the cessation of mining operations in the early 1970s, the 
leaders of the Indian, Malay and Chinese workers negotiated among themselves 
to obtain abandoned mine land for their respective communities. By establishing 
from the beginning which areas were to be settled by each ethnic group, much 
potential conflict was avoided.2 There were also distinct advantages to 
cooperating with each other in the initial occupation. Had the Indians been the 
only group squatting, they would have had far less political leverage to establish 
themselves and resist any threat of eviction.
The pioneer Indian settlers established themselves in the area allocated to them. 
The most habitable part of the site was subdivided into square plots measuring 
66 feet to a side (405 sq.m.). One rationale given for the subdivision was to 
avoid the problems of access and egress experienced by other squatter 
settlements. Towards this aim, access routes were also delineated (at least for 
the areas occupied in the early stages).
The subdivision of the land also reflected its value as a saleable commodity. 
There was an agreement that all the Indian ex-miners would be eligible to 
receive land free of charge, but this did not necessarily happen. One ex-miner 
stated that their leader often acted as a ‘broker’ selling land. Another person
2 Significantly, the Indians were allocated an area between the sites 
allocated for Malays and Chinese - an arrangement which probably comforted 
all parties in view of the 1969 riots.
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referring to the early stages of the Icampung’s development, commented that ‘the 
smart ones fenced off land...and sold it to others’. Thus, from a very early stage, 
land was regarded as a commodity to be bought and sold.3
The pioneer Indian settlers faced a range of problems which late-comers did not. 
In the beginning, the area was an inhospitable mixture of stagnant pools and 
scattered hills of sandy mine tailings. Heavy rains and frequent flooding had 
also cut deep gullies into the terrain. There was no potable water, electricity or 
other services. It was in this harsh and unstable environment that they formed 
their community. Ravichandram, an ex-tin miner, was one of the first settlers. 
Although the mining company had offered him a job elsewhere, he decided to 
stay, accepting the offer of a land plot in Kampung Mariyamman. He called 
relatives and friends to the area who, by pooling their resources, hired a small 
bulldozer to level the site so they could begin building their houses.
Many other ex-miners, however, chose not to reside in the area. Instead, they 
gave or sold their allocated land plots to outsiders - often to kin or friends. This 
was evident from examining the origins of the Indian settlers surveyed (see 
Chapter 4) and the means by which they had obtained access to land and shelter 
in the kampung. Most of the Indian settlers surveyed had established themselves 
in the kampung in the mid-to-late 1970s (see Chapter 4). Few had any direct 
affiliation with the tin mine.
Access to Land and Housing
The Builders
Of the 200 Indian households surveyed, two-thirds (130) had built their houses 
in the kampung (see Figure 5.1). These builders obtained land in the settlement 
in three different ways: either by purchasing it; receiving it as a gift; or through 
simply occupying a vacant site (see Figure 5.2).
3 The commercialization of land and housing markets in other Third World 
squatter settlements has been well documented (see for example: Burgess, 1978; 
Gilbert, 1981; Moser, 1982; Amis, 1984; Smart, 1986).
Ill
Bought 21%
Figure 5.1: Access to Housing.
Bought 43%
Figure 5.2: Access to Land by those who Built Houses in the Kampung.
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Usually, land had been either bought or received as a gift from relatives or 
friends already established in the area. Over half of the survey respondents had 
gained access to land or shelter in the kampung through these kinship and 
friendship links. Krishnan, a typical example, had been living with his wife and 
children in an estate in Perak. Being fed up with the poor living and working 
conditions in the estate, he took up his uncle’s offer to join him in Kampung 
Mariyamman. Initially, he lived with his uncle before building his own house on 
adjacent land. After completing the house, his wife and children joined him. 
Two years later Krishnan’s younger brother came to live with them. 
Subsequently he bought a piece of land from a household located in close 
proximity to his brother and uncle, so he could also build his own home.
Others having no close contacts in the area either occupied vacant land or 
purchased plots. Table 5.1 provides data on the cost and size of land blocks 
bought by 44 of the survey respondents. Over time the price of land in the
Table 5.1
Cost and Size of Land Plots Purchased in the Kampung
Period No.of Cost M$ (sq.m) (a) Area(sq.m)
buyers Median Mean Median Mean
1970-73 8 1.0 1.1 369 411
1974-77 23 3.2 5.1 279 335
1978-81 9 6.2 6.4 133 230
1982-85 4 7.8 10.1 124 125
Total 44 (b) - - - -
Note: (a) Costs are expressed in constant 1987 currency. 
Note: (b) Sufficient data on cost was only available for 
44 of the 56 cases of land being purchased.
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kampung increased in real terms, while the size of plots purchased decreased 
(see Table 5.1). The large size of plots in the early 1970s reflects the 
settlement’s planned origin. Many plots were subsequently subdivided and sold 
as demand for land and shelter in the squatter settlement increased. This is 
evident from the median and mean size of plots purchased in later periods.
In most cases land purchase was a small scale transaction from one person to 
another intending to build their own house. There were only two cases found 
where large tracts of land were or had been owned by individuals. One person 
owned nine plots with houses on each of them, eight being rented out. Another 
person had subdivided a large area into five plots and sold them.
House construction
Squatter dwellings are frequently referred to as ‘self-help housing’. As noted by 
Perlman (1986:43), however, ‘self-help is not necessarily self-built and 
participation is not necessarily physical’. From the survey, only three of the 130 
houses had been built by squatters by themselves (see Table 5.2). The rest had 
the assistance of relatives, friends and/or paid labourers.
Some of the early settlers, like Mutu, could not afford to hire paid labour and 
relied entirely on the help of friends and kin to build their houses. Mutu was 
renting a house in a nearby squatter settlement when, with the help of his 
brother-in-law, he was able to obtain a piece of land and build a small house in 
Kampung Mariyamman. Four years later, when his financial situation improved, 
the house was extended:
When I built this house I was short of money so I just made a small 
house of planks and cement cheaply. Later I tried to get money to 
improve my house and my brother-in-law helped me. With his help I 
extended my house and built the bathroom.
Like Mutu, most initially built cheap dwellings which were subsequently 
improved as finances permitted. The median and average cost of house
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Table 5.2
Means Bv Which Houses Were Constructed
Method Number Per cent
O w n er  In v o lv ed 86 66
Owner only - self built 3
With help relatives /friends 38
With paid labour only 14
With relatives /friends
and paid labour 31
O w n er  N o t In v o lv ed 43 33
Paid labour only 35
By relatives/friends
and paid labour 8
U n su re 1 1
T o ta l 130 100
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construction was M$5,000 and M$4,862, respectively.4 Two-thirds of the 
builders had spent, on average, an additional M$3,466, improving their houses.
Demolition
Those who built houses also had to deal with the threat of demolition. This was 
most likely to occur if they were caught in the act of building. Quite a few 
settlers had their houses demolished. As one old woman bemoaned:‘It was very 
painful to see our house being demolished, we had everything there...’ But 
demolition did not stop people from building their houses a second or third 
time.
Demolition highlights the struggle of the Indian settlers to establish and maintain 
themselves in the face of hostile, Malay dominated, authorities. Being located on 
the border of the Federal Territory and the state of Selangor, the squatters in 
Kampung Mariyamman had to face authorities from both jurisdictions. Those in 
the Federal Territory had to deal with City Hall officials who made regular site 
visits to ensure no new squatter dwellings were being built. In the early stages 
of the kampung’s development visits by these officials were sporadic, but by the 
mid-1980s there was daily surveillance. As described in one government report:
The present KL (Kuala Lumpur) enforcement program includes about 
120 professional staff, sufficient to permit daily inspection of each SA 
(squatter area) to ensure that no new housing facilities have been 
surreptitiously added during the night so these may be demolished 
before they can be occupied. This amounts to one enforcement officer 
per 212 squatter families...(City Hall, 1987).
Squatters on the Selangor side had to deal with officials from the Petaling 
District Local Government. Their squatter enforcement unit consisted of only 
eight staff, (about one enforcement officer per 3,040 squatter families). Selangor 
squatters, therefore, faced a much lower risk of demolition. Some settled on that 
side specifically for this reason. But the area suitable for settlement was 
physically limited by the large municipal rubbish dump.
4 The lowest housing cost was M$500 paid in 1973 and the highest M$ 
16,000 in 1978.
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In theory, squatting is an illegal activity and legislation exists which allows the 
Malaysian government to demolish such housing. In practice the situation is not 
so clear cut. Many of the squatters surveyed alleged that they were able to 
‘negotiate’ with patrol officers to prevent having their houses demolished. Most 
commonly, this reportedly involved the payment of bribes or what the squatters 
termed ‘tea’ or ‘coffee’ money. Paying these bribes allegedly increased the 
chances of, but did not ensure, successful establishment in the settlement. The 
following is a typical account:
In 1974 the Government came to know houses were being built here - 
so officers came inside and told us not to make houses. But we gave 
them coffee money. Then the officer told us when we made our houses 
to paint them so they don’t look new. I remember the house across from 
mine, there’s an old woman living there, three times her house was 
pulled down. She paid so much money to build and rebuild it- M$3,000 
at least. She also paid money to Bandaraya (City Hall) as coffee money 
- M$100, but the nail was still warm in the wood when they came and 
pulled it down again!
Aside from the stated payments to officials, the squatters also claimed to have 
used their connections with MIC politicians to prevent having their houses 
demolished.5 In a few cases the backing of MIC party leaders at the national 
level was sought. Such a case was described by one of the squatters involved:
One evening Devi’s sister’s husband came and said his house had been 
pulled down. We decided to go and see X [a high level MIC politician].
... I told him about the house being pulled down. He said it was in an 
illegal place and so City Hall has the right to pull it down. I said to 
him that I was bom in India but these other people with me were bom 
in Malaysia. I asked him how come Vietnamese (boat people) here in 
Malaysia have got everything but citizens who only need a house have 
got nothing. I told him that all you politicians are the same, every five 
years come rain or shine they come to your house and tell you to do 
this and that. Then X asked if I meant him. I said I didn’t say any 
name. Then he told us to come to his office at 9:00 a.m. and he would 
settle the matter. X went personally to City Hall and got a letter so the 
family could build a new house in the kampung.
5 By the mid-1970s the Indian quarter of Mariyamman was one of a number 
of wards affiliated to a Selangor based MIC branch.
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But only a few of the squatters threatened with demolition had ever approached 
high level officials themselves. Most relied on the Indian squatter leader to 
intercede on their behalf or allegedly paid off officials as they turned up on 
their doorsteps. The leader was referred to as the Ketua Kampung (village 
headman).6
Having a letter from the right government official or politician in many cases 
meant the difference between losing or saving a house. One builder was able to 
obtain a letter from his Parliamentary Representative stating that his house was 
actually old and ‘just being repaired’. It was claimed by some that in order to 
obtain such letters ‘tea or coffee money’ had to be paid. Those squatters who 
did not pay bribes or go through the Ketua Kampung were forced to use more 
devious means to build their homes. One man built his house ‘only at night and 
just a small portion at a time so nobody could notice’. Another described how 
the first house he had built was demolished, so he quickly rebuilt it on a public 
holiday so as not to be caught. A few squatters reported that they had used their 
own connections with City Hall to help them get approval to build or rebuild 
their houses:
When I built my first house in 1983 I paid M$300 to a City Hall 
officer but later it was still demolished. My neighbour had a friend 
working in City Hall so I asked him to get his friend to help me. 
Through him I was able to get a letter from City Hall giving me 
approval to build. Still three times after this officials came to pull down 
my house but each time I showed them the letter and then it was okay.
But, since most of the officials working in City Hall were Malays, few of the 
Indian settlers had friends, kin or other contacts there.
Buyers and Tenants
One way of avoiding the problem of demolition was to buy or rent an 
established dwelling in the squatter settlement. One-fifth of the kampung 
households surveyed had bought their dwellings and 14 per cent were tenants. 
As shown in Table 5.3, on average these households had spent less time in 
Mariyamman than those who had built. This is not surprising given that in 
addition to tighter government surveillance, much of the land suited or available
6 In Tamil the leader was referred to as the Tailavar - though the Malay 
term was generally used by the settlers.
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Table 5.3
Tenure Status bv Income and Length of Residency in Kampung
Owner Occupier 
Builder Buyer
Tenant
Per cent of Kampung 
Survey Population 
(n=100)
65 21 14
Average No. of Years 
Spent in Kampung
9.4 6.4 5.6
Median Monthly 
Household Income (M$)
825 700 560
for house construction had been utilized by the early 1980s. Latecomers, 
therefore, had little choice but to live in established dwellings.
Of those who did purchase their accommodation, three-quarters bought an entire 
house, the rest only part - either half or in a few cases a third - of an existing 
dwelling. One man had divided his house into three sections. He lived in one 
section with his family, sold the second to a young couple for M$1,000, and 
rented out the third to a family for M$130 a month. Each household had 
separate access to the dwelling, ate and lived apart, but shared a toilet and 
bathroom. As more people came to the kampung the number of these multiple 
households increased. The subdivision of existing structures into multiple 
dwellings was an effective means for many to obtain accommodation under the 
strict ban on new construction.
Like the builders, the buyers had also expended considerable sums of money to 
obtain their dwellings (though considerably less than what they would have paid 
for a house in the formal market). The median cost of houses purchased in the
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kampung between 1973 and 1986 was M$6,000.7 At least three-quarters of the 
house buyers subsequently improved their dwellings, spending on average 
M$4,434.
Those unable to buy or build a house in the kampung were forced to rent 
accommodation. Tenants usually had few or no kin in the area. Without doubt 
they ranked among the poorest squatters, with their dwellings often bare of 
furniture and consumer goods. As shown in Table 5.3, the median monthly 
household income of tenants was only M$560. In contrast, those who had built 
or bought had median incomes of M$825 and M$700 respectively. Other studies 
of squatters have also highlighted the poverty and insecurity faced by tenants 
(see, for example, Amis, 1984; Gilbert, 1983). According to the leader of 
Mariyamman s Indian settlers, when the kampung got electricity in 1982, there 
were at least 13 cases of landlords trying to evict tenants so they or their 
relatives could occupy the house. Not surprisingly, given their insecure status, 
those renting had spent the least time in the settlement. Azizah Kassim 
(1985:154), in her study of a Malay squatter settlement, found a similar pattern. 
She described the squatter tenants as being ‘the transient population of the 
squatment; they move in and out with some rapidity’.
Only a small minority of the Indian settlers surveyed, however, were tenants. 
For most, the kampung provided important opportunities unavailable outside the 
squatter settlement. The vast majority were able to own a house for the first 
time. Before coming to the kampung less than one-fifth of them had been home 
owners. In Mariyamman 86 per cent became owner-occupiers. This illustrates 
perhaps the major advantage offered by squatter life: a functional housing 
situation at little cost. In this manner, the kampung provided a vehicle for the 
poor to achieve a firmer foothold in an urban setting. Furthermore, most were 
able to improve their dwellings over time as their resources permitted. This 
occurred despite their lacking secure tenure to the land. Even when officials 
threatened to demolish their houses, the Indian settlers were generally able to 
negotiate their continued residence in the squatter settlement. By building and 
occupying their houses they had achieved a tacit recognition from the 
government which they were able to use to their advantage.
7 Prices paid ranged from a minimum of M$1,000 in 1976 to a maximum 
of M$16,000 in 1980.
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2. SOCIAL TIES
Social ties, centred around ethnicity, kinship, friendship, proximity, religion and 
politics, provided critical support structures in establishing and improving life in 
the Indian quarter. This section examines in greater detail the nature and 
significance of these ties at the household, neighbourhood and wider community 
levels.
Indians in Malaysian society have often been portrayed as a highly fragmented 
people, tom apart by their caste, class and sub-ethnic differences. Rajakrishnan 
Ramasamy (1987) has also argued that a sub-culture of poverty (in the sense 
articulated by Lewis, 1966) persists among lower caste plantation workers in 
Malaysia. This section also considers the extent to which these stereotypes hold 
true for the Indians residing in Kampung Mariyamman.
Household Level
Nature and Composition of Households
Before examining the significance of social ties at the household level it is 
necessary to consider the basic nature and composition of the Indian households 
in Kampung Mariyamman. Households formed the basic building block upon 
which the settlement developed and around which the lives of the Indian settlers 
revolved.8 Most commonly, people resided in nuclear groupings (a married 
couple living with their children). Just over half of the households still living in 
the settlement at the time of the study were nuclear families.9 Only 39 per cent 
of households were categorized as being extended: households where the nuclear 
family had been joined by relatives of either the husband or the wife. There was 
also one case of a single person residing alone, an elderly man who had 
separated from his wife and children. Three households contained single parents
8 The term household, as used in this study, is defined as a group of people 
living together in a single dwelling or part of a dwelling, who make common 
provision for food.
9 This section focuses on the 100 survey households still residing in the 
undemolished part of the settlement as the structure of households resettled out 
of the kampung had changed considerably (see Chapter 7).
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(all women), living with their offspring and there was one household in which 
two sisters and their brother lived.
Household composition frequently changed over time. Relatives would arrive 
and move in with a nuclear household and conversely many moved out of 
extended households as they obtained their own accommodation within or 
outside the settlement. At the time of the study, household composition was 
being strongly affected by the resettlement programme. Some extended 
households split into two or more smaller groupings for the purpose of getting 
additional flat allocations (see Chapter 7). They divided their houses by building 
partitions, and purchased additional cooking facilities in order to appear as 
separate households. It is likely that prior to the resettlement programme there 
was a greater number of extended family households within the settlement. Even 
bearing this in mind it still appears that the number of nuclear Indian 
households at Kampung Mariyamman was significant. The few studies which 
have focused on the structure of working-class urban Indian households in 
Malaysia society have also found the nuclear family structure to be the most 
predominant family type (see Oorjitham, 1983; Rajoo, 1985). This is significant 
given their cultural backgrounds.
In the traditional agrarian Hindu society, from which most of the Indian settlers 
descended, the joint family was the basic structure around which domestic life 
was organized. It comprised a number of patrilineally related nuclear families 
living together under the same roof, reflecting the ideal that fathers and sons 
should live together. The oldest male had formal authority over the household. 
Husbands had authority and status over their wives as did males over females, 
parents over their children, and older members over younger. The joint family 
was thus characterized by clearly defined relationships of dominance and 
subordinance (Ooijitham, 1983:118). Within this structure the needs of the 
family unit predominated over individual needs. Kinship ties were further 
strengthened through cross cousin marriages, with the children of brothers and 
sisters having the right to marry each other.
This traditional kinship structure has been the basic model from which urban 
Malaysian Tamil families evolved. Changes however, did occur:
Since the time of early migration to Malaysia, the Tamil workers
carried with them the basic values governing Hindu family structure.
However, certain conditions were instrumental in bringing abort
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changes in the original structure. [The] Majority of the Tamil workers, 
both in the plantation and urban sector, have been wage labourers 
without any form of property. They found themselves in a foreign 
environment, where interaction with other ethnic groups was inevitable.
They had also come from India, as individuals or only with their 
immediate families. This meant they left behind their original kinship 
network and were forced to start anew. (Oorjitham, 1983:119).
Moreover, accommodation provided in estates frequently limited the extent to 
which large joint family groupings could reside together. Each married couple 
was generally entitled to a unit of accommodation which comprised one or two 
small rooms. Thus, large kin groups were often split into a number of housing 
units. In his study of Tamil labourers in one rubber estate, Jain (1970:46) found 
that the nuclear family ‘was the prevailing type of domestic group’. Many of 
Mariyammaris Indian settlers from estate backgrounds had also grown up in 
nuclear households. This is not to say that their kin ties were severely limited 
by the estate setting. When they moved to the kampung many were later joined 
by mothers, fathers, brothers, sisters, spouses, cousins, and nephews - who had 
lived in the same estate.
The large number of nuclear households within the study sample can also be 
attributed to their economic situation. The poorest families lived in small 
dwellings and their low incomes did not support the maintenance of large 
extended households. Only those who could afford large dwellings could 
accommodate extended family groupings. Of the 100 households surveyed still 
residing in the settlement, the poorest quartile comprised only two extended 
family households, while there were 14 in the top quartile (see Chapter 6). 
Aside from economic status and lack of space, family quarrels and the need for 
privacy tended to break up extended households.
Of the 36 extended families, only six approximated the traditional Tamil joint 
family structure. Mani’s household was typical of these. After living with 
relatives for three years, Mani built his own house in the kampung in 1974. He 
married in 1980 and by 1984 had three children. In that year his parents as well 
as his elder brother, (and his wife and two children), came to live with him. The 
next year Mani’s younger brother, his wife and child also moved in. Despite 
outward appearances, this household differed significantly from the traditional 
joint family. Mani, as the house-owner and highest income earner, was the head
123
of this household rather than his father or older brother. Sixteen people resided 
in this tightly knit supportive family structure.
Three of the four Punjabi families still residing in the settlement at the time of 
the study lived in extended households containing three generations. In contrast 
to the Tamil culture, it was common in these households for a married daughter 
to live with her parents. With all wage earners combining their incomes, they 
were among the richest of the households surveyed.
Most of the ‘extended’ households studied, however, consisted of a nuclear 
family joined by only one or two other relatives. A typical example was Gopi’s 
household. Gopi lived with his wife and four children. Over time he had 
extended his house adding rooms to accommodate his family. For a while his 
younger brother lived with them. After marrying, however, he bought his own 
house in the settlement. Two younger unmarried sisters arrived later. Because of 
the limited employment opportunities in their village in Perak, they had come to 
live with their brother in Kuala Lumpur. Both subsequently obtained jobs, 
contributing part of their incomes to the household. They shared the tasks of 
cooking, cleaning, and caring for the children.
Most households, particularly the extended families, provided a fairly stable and 
supportive setting for their members, despite the transient nature of the 
community. With a few exceptions, households did not seem to demonstrate 
those traits associated with the culture of poverty outlined by Lewis (1966). 
Among the study sample, all couples were married. Parents were careful in 
safeguarding adolescent daughters from sexual encounters before marriage. Most 
households consisted of hard working, religious and fairly conservative married 
couples, intent on raising and educating their children. The interactions between 
household members followed the traditional Dravidian family relations 
previously described. While some wives earned a wage, most fulfilled the 
standard roles of cooking the food, looking after children and cleaning the 
house. Children were usually heavily disciplined and expected to help their 
parents. A few of the men had a second wife, generally living outside the 
kampung. Most adult males, however, maintained fairly stable and supportive 
relationships with their families.
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Only in a few households did relationships within the family seem unstable. In 
these cases, the husbands were usually heavy drinkers and prone to violence. 
This instability occurred among both low and high caste families. While it was 
not possible to get sufficient information on the caste background of the sample 
group for proper analysis, the study found no obvious correlation between caste 
and socio-economic status. The limited data revealed little evidence of low caste 
families being associated with a culture of poverty syndrome.10
Kinship and Friendship Ties
There were too many households residing within the Indian community to allow 
a strong sense of unity or social solidarity. Many households were either 
excluded or chose not to participate in the more formal social groupings and 
organizations. Also, the transient nature of the settlement did not facilitate the 
formation of a cohesive and tightly structured community. Instead, the effective 
community of most people centred around interaction with a much smaller 
number of kin and friends. These ties formed the basis of an intensive network 
of relationships used by the squatters to secure and improve their position.* 11
Kinship ties were a key determinant guiding how squatters established 
themselves in the city. As noted by Lloyd (1979:164): ‘When a site has been 
settled illegally and the founding members still control the allocation of vacant 
land, it is most likely that they will favour their own kin, their affines and their 
close friends - who in turn seek to introduce their own kin and friends’. This is 
precisely what has happened in the case of a significant proportion of 
Mariyammari s Indian settlers. Many of the early settlers called kin (and other 
close associates), to join them in the squatter settlement. As previously noted, 
relatives and friends played a crucial role in the establishment of the Indian 
settlers in the kampung. Fifty-four per cent of those who built houses in the 
squatter settlement obtained access to land from relatives or friends. In a similar
10 Arguably, only the most progressive and motivated people would have 
left the estate life in the first place. But the role of kinship ties which have 
resulted in the chain migration of so many settlers to the kampung needs to be 
taken into account here.
11 Other studies have emphasized the importance of social ties and networks 
in the lives of the urban poor (see for example: Lomnitz, 1977; Peattie, 1968; 
Roberts, 1978; Lloyd, 1979; Jellinek, 1987).
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vein 59 per cent of these builders had constructed their dwellings with the help 
of relatives and friends.
Kinship and friendship ties also played a significant role in the efforts of the 
Indian settlers to consolidate their positions in the squatter settlement. These ties 
centred on the reciprocal exchange of information and assistance (physical, 
emotional and financial) between kin and friends. The importance of such 
exchanges, however, varied over time and in relation to the particular life 
circumstances and economic status of people. Some households did not have the 
time to nurture and maintain extensive social relations even with neighbouring 
households. For others, the financial expenditure necessary to maintain such ties 
was beyond their means. Conversely, some better off households deliberately 
extricated themselves from relationships which were no longer essential to their 
economic survival. Indeed, there was an underlying tension between the need to 
maintain a close network of social ties and the economic burden felt by those 
households with relatively higher incomes. Nevertheless, ties of kinship and 
friendship played a crucial role in the daily lives of most Indian squatters.
Kin, residing in close proximity, frequently provided assistance in day-to-day 
domestic activities, in times of crisis and celebration. Many kampung residents 
had close relatives living in other parts of Kuala Lumpur or Petaling Jaya with 
whom they met frequently. Nor was it uncommon for them to travel great 
distances to visit relatives in order to celebrate a wedding or funeral.
Vellu’s kinship ties typify those of many settlers in the kampung. A family man 
in his mid-forties, he was related to eight other households in the settlement. He 
had strong ties, however, with only three of them. One contained his two 
younger brothers, the second his brother-in-law’s family and the third, as he 
described it, his mother’s sister’s husband’s brother’s granddaughter’s husband! It 
was unusual for a household to maintain strong ties across such a tenuous 
relationship. This distant relative, a mobile vegetable seller, visited Vellu’s 
household at least twice a week, frequently eating lunch there. In return, Vellu’s 
wife was able to get food from him very cheaply.
Vellu’s relationships with his brother-in-law and brothers were even closer. He 
had played a major role in assisting both households in establishing themselves 
in the kampung by giving them land and helping them build their houses. There
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were strong ties of mutual help and affection between them. Vellu’s ties to kin 
living outside the kampung varied in importance in relation to distance and the 
closeness of the relationship. The most significant were with his widowed 
mother, his sister, and his in-laws, who all lived in Perak. Vellu’s mother 
frequently came to stay for a few weeks. In turn, Vellu and his sisters and 
brothers usually visited their mother once or twice a year. When his younger 
brother was married, the entire family travelled to the mother’s house in Perak 
where a traditional Hindu marriage took place. Over 60 relatives and friends 
attended the elaborate ceremony, the cost of which was bom by the entire 
family.
Ramasamy was one of Vellu’s relatives in the kampung with whom he was not 
so close. Previously they had been good friends with much support flowing 
between their households. But as Ramasamy’s financial situation improved 
significantly over the years, he began to distance himself not only from Vellu’s 
household but from most others in the settlement.
A few of the settlers still maintained ties with relatives in India.12 Vellu’s 
younger sister was engaged to marry her first cousin living in the ‘home village’ 
in India. This marriage was arranged by Vellu’s mother. As one of the squatters 
explained: ‘the Indians here have one foot in Malaysia and one foot in India so 
they can always run away. We have crossed the bridge, but we haven’t burnt it’.
Neighbourhood Level
The Indian quarter of the kampung comprised a number of distinct 
neighbourhoods each with its own character. Houses in the older, less crowded 
sections had many fruit trees and gardens. Other neighbourhoods, settled when 
less land was available, were more densely populated with little or no room for 
plants. Two areas contained most of the Christian households in the settlement. 
One consisted of Tamil Methodists living in densely packed houses close to 
their church. The church, constructed on the outskirts of the settlement in 1981, 
formed the focal point in the lives of these residents. Another area contained
12 Other studies have also found social relationships of squatters extending 
to foreign countries. Cornelius (1976), for example, notes that the Mexican 
families he studied had extensive ties with kin and friends who had migrated to 
the United States.
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households affiliated with the Seventh Day Adventist and Catholic faiths. Being 
a minority within the settlement the Christians had developed their own support 
networks reinforced in most cases by close physical proximity. With the 
exception of a few small clusters of Malayali and Telegu households, there was 
little territorial segregation between people of different ethno-linguistic 
backgrounds within the Indian quarter. The few clusters which did exist all 
comprised households with strong kinship ties.
Ties of Proximity
In many ways the kampung shared more characteristics with a village than a 
city suburb. Kin and friends who had helped each other obtain land and shelter 
in the settlement lived in close proximity to each other. People not only knew 
their neighbours well but came into daily contact with them. There was little 
they did not know about the lives and problems of those around them. 
Neighbours on good terms reciprocally helped each other in a myriad of ways 
(see Plates 16 and 17). Refrigeration was a crucial need. Those without 
refrigerators made use of their neighbours’. Children could frequently be seen 
running from house to house, to get ice for a guest’s drink or for small 
quantities of flour, eggs or sugar. If a special dish was prepared in one 
household, a portion would frequently be sent over to one or two particularly 
close neighbours. When there was an important event to be celebrated, crockery, 
chairs and even tables to accommodate guests were frequently borrowed from 
neighbours. When Letchi’s baby was one month old there was a party to 
celebrate the event. Aside from close relatives at least seven neighbouring 
households attended. The women from these houses helped prepare a massive 
quantity of food.
Each neighbourhood had individuals whose specialized skills were drawn upon 
by those close by, and to a lesser extent others throughout the settlement. One 
of the squatters worked in a hospital as an Assistant Nurse. When someone was 
sick, rather than travel the four kilometres to the nearest clinic, the Indian 
squatters would visit her. Aside from being able to advise them on treatment, 
she kept a store of bandages, aspirin, and other medication on hand. She and 
her household were repaid in a variety of non-monetary ways. Those households 
with young children frequently exchanged child care. Some households in which
Plate 16: Neighbours 
and friends making 
capatis for a marriage.
Plate 17: Ties of proximity were important in the lives of the Indian settlers.
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both parents worked, and in which there were no close kin to help out, paid 
their neighbours to mind their children on a regular basis.
Not all households were on good terms. As in all communities, personality 
clashes and differences of opinion frequently caused strained relationships. In 
addition, caste and religious based differences frequently meant that some 
neighbouring households did not get along.
Caste Ties
One reason why the Malaysian Indian community is considered highly 
fragmented is because of caste-based divisions. Caste is still a ‘living institution’ 
in the lives of many Malaysian Indians (Rajakrishnan Ramasamy, 1984:1). 
Beteille (1971:46) defines caste as ‘a small and named group of persons 
characterized by endogamy, hereditary membership, and a particular style of life 
which sometimes includes the pursuit by tradition of a particular occupation and 
is usually associated with a more or less distinct ritual status in a hierarchical 
system’. Rather than presenting a single definition, Hutton (1961:49), describes 
the basic characteristics associated with the caste system in India as including: a 
hierarchical grading of castes with Brahmins at the apex and untouchables at the 
bottom; notions of pollution and purity regarding food, sex and ritual, governing 
relations between castes - with a member of a high caste being liable to be 
polluted by contact with a person of lower caste; caste being essentially 
endogamous in nature; traditional occupations being associated with particular 
castes; restrictions on commensality (eating together and sharing food) between 
members of different castes; caste status being determined from birth; and the 
system as a whole being focused around the prestige accorded to Brahmins.
Indians in Malaysia generally see themselves as belonging from birth to various 
caste groups, or jati.13 In Malaysia, caste classification rests upon divisions 
between Brahmins, Non-Brahmins (high castes) and Adi Dravidas (low castes or 
untouchables).14 Within each of the latter two divisions there exist many
13 This term is also used at other times to denote a particular regional 
linguistic group, or ethnic group such as Malays (Rajoo, 1985:121).
14 This threefold classification of castes is characteristic of that which exists 
in South India (see Beteille, 1971:15).
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different caste groups. The high castes originated from the South Indian 
landowning and trading castes. The low castes are composed of people from 
landless, untouchable and serf castes of paraiyan, chakiliyan and pallan.
In Malaysia, the traditional South Indian caste system has been modified by 
many factors (see Rajoo, 1985:121-124). Since very few Brahmins migrated to 
Malaysia, the caste system was essentially reduced to a binary division between 
high and low castes.15 The multi-ethnic nature of Malaysian society also 
weakened caste identification as Indians mixed with people and cultures which 
did not recognize or support caste. Moreover, wide employment possibilities in 
the urban sector significantly reduced caste identification with particular 
occupations. As one of the squatters commented ‘these days every caste can be 
found cleaning the drains - they have to, to survive’. This same person, 
however, also felt that in the estates it is still the lower castes which clean the 
toilets. As noted in Chapter 2, caste was reinforced in the estates through 
residential segregation of low and high castes. Usually, the positions of 
kanganies and middle managers were held by those of higher caste. But even in 
the estates some factors tended to weaken caste identification. As noted by Jain 
(1970:346) the ‘co-residence in a single estate community of people from 
different regional caste-hierarchies’ also ‘created wide areas of ambiguity in the 
mutual ranking of castes... within the non-Brahman and Adi-Dravida categories’. 
Another force weakening caste in general has been the Dravidian Movement (or 
Self Respect Movement) as promulgated by E.V. Ramasamy Naickar in Madras 
state in the 1920s. This anti-caste movement quickly spread to Malaysia, 
espousing the upliftment of the lower castes. A small number of the Kampung 
Mariyamman residents were active in this movement.
Large numbers of both high and low caste people resided in the Indian quarter 
of Mariyamman which exhibited no residential segregation on the basis of 
caste.16 Low and high caste households frequently lived in the same 
neighbourhood or even adjacent to each other. On the surface, economic status 
and education appeared to be strong factors mitigating the significance of caste
15 According to Lee and Rajoo (1987:393), in 1987 there were less than 200 
Brahmin families in Malaysia.
16 Caste was an extremely sensitive issue. Rather than directly asking caste 
status, the views of the survey respondents on its relevance in their lives were 
sought. In many cases the interviewees volunteered their caste status.
131
in the lives of the Indian settlers. Some of the wealthiest people in the 
settlement were from the low castes. One of them commented that ‘the poor are 
now the low caste and the rich people the high caste’.
After spending much time in the community it soon became evident that, at the 
heart of social relations, caste was still an important consideration. A few of the 
older residents claimed the ability to distinguish a person’s caste by their 
physical appearance and speech. Yet, most people claimed to be only aware of 
the caste status of their immediate neighbours, close friends and kin. Some of 
the members of high caste households, particularly the elderly ones, would 
refuse to eat food prepared by their low caste neighbours, and forbade their 
children to mix with them. This created considerable tension between 
households. When Raju’s mother came to visit, for fear of being polluted, she 
refused to enter any of the neighbouring low caste households with whom her 
son was friendly. Indeed, the most ardent supporters of caste relations were 
usually elderly people from estate backgrounds. Letchi, a widowed mother in 
her late sixties was typical of these. She belonged to a high caste group 
(Muthuraja), that traditionally owned land in India, and felt that if her sons 
married a low caste girl they would not improve in life. For her, caste status 
was extremely important in all aspects of life. She had even stopped attending 
the Hindu temple in the settlement because the part-time priest employed was of 
low caste status.
Most Indian settlers interviewed felt that among the younger people the 
importance of caste was declining. Youth were frequently described as no longer 
‘seeing caste’. As caste was perceived to cause many problems in the Indian 
community this change was welcomed. Nevertheless, they freely admitted that it 
was still a significant factor in their own lives, particularly in the area of 
marriage. Most interviewees had either married within their caste group or to a 
person of acceptable status to their parents. In the cases of those who married 
outside their caste and against their parents’ wishes, there was a resultant 
deterioration of ties with the family. Two people interviewed had relatives who 
had committed suicide because they were unable to marry their chosen partners 
due to family caste prejudices.
Even among many Christians in the settlement, caste status was important. As 
one Catholic woman explained:
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Indians here are still very choosey about caste. Suppose I’m looking for 
a son-in-law to marry my daughter, for sure I’ll look for someone of the 
same caste. Most of these people are still seeing caste, they don’t ignore 
it - they still welcome it in their lives. Last time 90 per cent of Indians 
were like this, but now the percentage is not so high. As Catholics my 
family should not see the caste, but they do. My relatives are staunch 
caste people and they don’t like low caste Hindu people to be in contact 
with them.
Christians who did not believe in caste were perceived by some of the Hindus 
as being low caste people. It was felt they had become Christians in an attempt 
to escape their low status.
Caste, however, was also a uniting factor. Some low caste people were 
particularly active in local politics. These people used their caste to amass 
support from others who shared their status. Caste thus played a significant role 
in the formation of political factions within the community. Moreover, caste 
identification reinforced kinship linkages which often provided critical support 
structures to the Indian settlers.
Religious Ties
Religion was of fundamental importance and played a pivotal role in the lives of 
the Hindu, Christian and Sikhs living in the kampung. Its significance must be 
considered in the context of these peoples’ status as religious minorities in a 
Muslim dominated, multi-ethnic society. With the rise in Islamic fundamentalism 
in Malaysia, the religious structures of the Indian squatters provided an 
important cultural and emotional refuge. Perceived as being under siege from 
the vocal Islamic power structure, they had developed a fortress mentality which 
caused them to embrace their religious identity all the more strongly.
Eighty-four per cent of the Indian settlers studied were Hindus. The Hindu faith 
provided these people, and the community in general, with a common ethnic 
and cultural identity. It formed an integral part of their daily lives, world 
outlook and interactions with others. Practically every Hindu house had a small 
shrine in one comer dedicated to various Hindu deities. Pujas (prayers) were 
usually performed every morning and evening before these shrines. Daily 
domestic worship, as noted by Rajoo (1985:177), is believed to bring merit and 
prosperity to Hindu families.
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Aside from worship at home, the Hindu settlers also attended the temple located 
on the outskirts of the settlement. This temple, dedicated to a South Indian 
female village deity, was built in 1974 with money collected from Hindus 
residing in Kampung Mariyamman and adjacent Indian squatter settlements. MIC 
politicians, among other people, were also approached and gave financial 
assistance. The temple was the focus of public worship as well as the 
celebration of many Hindu festivals (see Plate 18). Daily and weekly pujas were 
held within it, bringing many of the settlers together. Attendance was not 
compulsory and women generally attended in greater numbers than men. On 
Friday evenings, as dusk settled on the kampung, small groups of women could 
be seen going to the temple. With a baby in one arm, the other hand holding 
the hem of their multicoloured silk saris, they would wend their way along the 
puddle ridden tracks.
The temple was administered by a committee consisting of 22 men elected by 
members. At the time of the study, there were at least 400 registered members 
contributing two dollars every month to the Temple Committee. This money 
was used to upgrade the temple building, purchase objects and supplies, finance 
the celebration of festivals, pay electricity bills and employ a part time pujari (a 
non-Brahmin priest).
There was significant overlap between the religious and political activities of the 
settlers. The kampung leadership, being Hindu, tended to support activities 
revolving around their own religion. In addition, many in the Temple Committee 
were also members of the MIC dominated Residents’ Committee. They were 
frequently involved in disputes among themselves and with other members of 
the community.
Festivals, regularly celebrated in the temple in accordance with the Hindu 
religious calendar, brought large numbers of the settlers together. These festivals 
reinforced cultural identity and social ties. Hindu life cycle rites, centred around 
birth, puberty, marriage and death, were an integral part of the settlers’ lives (see 
Plate 19). Such rites reinforced ties with relatives, friends and neighbours who 
participated or supported such events. This process can be seen in events which 
followed the death of one elderly resident. Neighbours, friends and members of 
the settlement who knew the family came to the house to express sympathy and
Plate 18: Celebrating 
the Festival of Lights 
at the kampung temple.
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give support. The Ketua Kampung on hearing of the death went from door to 
door collecting donations. The money was later given to the family to help pay 
funeral expenses. Close relatives and friends living outside the settlement also 
came.
Only one in every 10 of the Indian settlers surveyed were Christian, with most 
being Tamil Methodists. At the time of the study, there was significant tension 
between Hindus and Christians within the settlement. In part this reflected 
evangelizing by some of the Christians, particularly after establishment of the 
Methodist church in the settlement in 1981. The church was built and 
administered with financial assistance from an outside Methodist community. A 
full-time Pastor lived at the back of the church.
The stated objectives of this Methodist outpost in the kampung included: the 
establishment of a prayer meeting group; the implementation of programmes and 
activities in line with the Methodist church and biblical teachings; the training of 
local people to take over the running of the church; and the provision of 
community services. The community services provided by the Pastor and his 
wife included the establishment of a small kindergarten, tuition classes for 
children, embroidery, handicraft and nutrition classes for women. Bible study, 
youth fellowship and prayer meeting groups were also set up as well as a home 
visitation programme. Regular Sunday services were held in the church attended 
by 20 to 40 people from the settlement. A Social Committee was established to 
cater for the welfare needs of the Methodist community. Among its activities 
this committee organized financial and other assistance to needy church 
members. These activities, services and groups provided an extensive network of 
support to the Methodists within the settlement.
The smaller numbers of Catholics, Seventh Day Adventist and Assembly of God 
households, who attended services outside the settlement, were provided through 
their respective churches with support networks of their own. None of the 
Christians in the settlement were members of the Residents’ Committee nor did 
they involve themselves in kampung politics. As one Christian commented; ‘we 
have no political support here, but we don’t need it’. Many Christians did not 
interact very much with their fellow Hindu settlers. As one of them explained, 
‘our ways are different, we don’t believe in the traditional Hindu beliefs
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regarding marriage and the death ceremony’. Their own religions were providing 
them with support in times of need.
Punjabis, all of Sikh faith, formed 7 per cent of the kampung community. Most 
were devoutly religious people who worshipped at Sikh temples located outside 
the kampung. Being relatively well-off and scattered within the larger Hindu 
population, the Sikh households did not seem to develop extensive ties either 
with their Hindu neighbours or with the other Sikh families. However, kinship 
ties among them seemed both numerous and strong.
Community Level
The Indian settlers in Kampung Mariyamman formed a discrete community 
within the multi-ethnic settlement. With few exceptions, they had established 
themselves in an area distinct from neighbouring Chinese and Malay squatters. 
Vegetation and roads winding through the settlement also served to insulate the 
different ethnic quarters.
There was little interaction on the part of the Indians with the other ethnic 
groups.17 Mixing only occurred on pathways, roads, at the night market or in 
work places, such as squatter industries and shops located in and around the 
settlement. Each ethnic group in Mariyamman had its own leader, community 
organizations, shops and home-based industries servicing their respective 
communities.
Over time the Indian settlers in Kampung Mariyamman had organized 
themselves more formally at the community level. This could be seen most 
visibly in the emergence of a leader, in the affiliation of Indian settlers with the 
MIC and in the formation of a Residents’ Committee. These developments 
reflected attempts by the squatters to: maintain their positions in the settlement 
in the face of a hostile urban bureaucracy; obtain access to community 
infrastructure; and improve their living environment.
17 Other researchers have highlighted a general pattern of limited inter-ethnic 
interaction, particularly among the poorer working class sections of Malaysian 
society (see Lee, 1986; Lee Boon Thong, 1976; Azizah Kassim, 1985).
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Leadership in the Indian Quarter
By 1974 the Indian settlers in Kampung Mariyamman had their own recognized 
leader (Ketua Kampung). This man - Rajoo - was never formally elected to the 
position. Instead, he assumed it with the backing of a large number of relatives 
and friends. Rajoo was a charismatic figure able to solicit the support of a 
majority of the Indian squatter residents. Being a Tamil of Hindu faith and 
having come from a poor estate background, he had much in common with his 
fellow settlers. Unlike many, however, he had been educated up to Form Three. 
He also had experience as a trade union activist. On a number of occasions he 
had organized fellow workers to demand better pay. This resulted in his 
retrenchment from the company involved. At the time of the study Rajoo was 
self-employed, having his own pipe laying business and a part-time job as a 
salesman.
The Ketua Kampung played a central role in the lives of the Indian settlers. 
Aside from arbitrating disputes between households, he organized water usage 
rights, collected donations for needy causes, assisted families threatened with 
demolition and eviction (see Section 1 above) and visited government officials 
when necessary on behalf of the community or individuals within it. When 
somebody died in the Hindu section of the community he informed other 
households and organized necessary support for relatives of the deceased.
Before becoming Ketua Kampung, Rajoo had been politically active within a 
local MIC ward in another nearby squatter settlement. When he moved to the 
kampung he was able to use his previous political experience and connections to 
establish the Indian quarter of Mariyamman as a new ward in the same MIC 
branch.18 Within this branch he occupied the position of Treasurer. Thus he was 
in a good position to help the Indian settlers obtain support through this branch.
Affiliation with the MIC
Affiliation with the MIC provided the Indian settlers with a measure of political 
leverage to pressure politicians and government officials into assisting them. It
18 There were seven other squatter settlements which were wards of this 
branch at the time of the study.
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involved them in party politics at the local, state and national levels centred 
around patron-client relationships. Other Malaysian squatter studies have 
highlighted the existence of such relationships and the almost universal 
affiliation of squatter settlements with the major political parties of the National 
Front. Azizah Kassim (1985:384), in her study of a Malay squatter community 
in the Federal Territory, described how:
One finds politics of accommodation in which the political patron and 
party in power accommodate the demands of their clients, the squatters, 
in their quest for urban accommodation, and the squatters, on their part, 
have to accommodate the political patron and the party in power, 
irrespective of their real inclinations.
In the case of Kampung Mariyamman, a multi-ethnic squatter settlement, each of 
the ethnic groups had affiliated themselves with parties within the National 
Front (the Malay squatters with UMNO, the Chinese with the MCA and the 
Indian with the MIC). The power structures in each community centred around 
these political links (see Figure 5.3).19
Authority within the Indian sector extended from the ruling government 
coalition, through MIC politicians at the national and state level, to MIC leaders 
in the kampung (one of whom was the Ketua Kampung). This vertical power 
structure connected the Indian community to various patrons - mainly politicians 
and State Assembly officials. Usually, the Indian squatters could only obtain 
access to community infrastructure, facilities, and financial assistance by going 
through the MIC. As a result, there was little incentive for strong horizontal 
links to be forged between the different ethnic communities within the kampung.
The absence of solidarity within the kampung needs to be viewed in the wider 
context of Malaysian society. Despite its multi-ethnic rhetoric, the Malaysian 
State has essentially promoted racial division rather than unity. The structure of 
the political apparatus and the policies implemented through it, particularly the 
NEP, have tended to pit one ethnic group against the other (see Chapter 2).
19 Azizah Kassim (1985:322) identified two power structures in the Malay 
squatter settlement she studied: a formal one centred around the local UMNO 
party machinery; and a more traditional structure, transferred from the rural 
villages. Both structures, however, converged. All Indian community leaders in 
Kampung Mariyamman were MIC office holders at the branch level and also 
Hindus. Their social and political roles overlapped.
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Figure 5.3: Simplified Model of Power Structure Affecting Kampung
Mariyamman
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Jomo (1988:55) describes Malaysia’s political system as having become a 
‘formula for communal disaster’. Furthermore, he feels that the communal basis 
of political mobilization ‘encourages ethnic incitement, bravado and one- 
upmanship as key means to advance individual political careers’.
The Ketua Kampung was the primary link between the Indian settlers and 
MIC/National Front politicians and government officials. One of his main 
functions was to visit officials seeking financial and other assistance on behalf 
of the squatters. The assistance was often provided because, at election time, the 
Ketua Kampung could mobilize the support of the Indian settlers.
The majority of the settlers interviewed accepted both the leadership of the 
Ketua Kampung and the importance of affiliation with the MIC. Many felt that 
individual action was fruitless, especially when it went against the ‘proper’ way 
of doing things. As one squatter commented:
The only way to get things done in a proper manner is to go through 
the MIC [which meant going through the Ketua Kampung]. One person 
can’t do anything especially in the Indian community.
The relationship between the Ketua Kampung, the politicians and the squatters 
was more fully described by another resident:
We’re happy. We’ve got electricity and water. The Government doesn’t 
approve of people in tanah haram (squatter settlement) but in the long 
run there’s lots of people in these areas and the Government needs 
people to vote for them. So they make promises and we get electricity. 
Politicians make promises to the Ketua Kampung and sometimes they 
even come to the kampung. The Ketua Kampung then make promises to 
the people. Politicians come once every five years. Mahathir tells top 
leader ‘you cover that area’. So this politician has to get the vote from 
all these people. So he has to do or say something. But after an election 
they’re slow to implement - have no money. People here don’t relate 
much to politicians - they go through the Ketua Kampung.
Just under half of the households surveyed contained people who were MIC 
branch members. At least 20 of the respondents interviewed, however, indicated 
that their request for membership had been declined. The dynamics of MIC 
membership may perhaps be summed up by the comments of one of these 
excluded people: ‘If you are the MIC leader, if I agree with you then you’ll
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choose me to be a member’. Some active MIC members had also been excluded 
from membership in the branch:
I used to be youth leader. But they got fed up with me. What they did 
was one year when I paid my M$4.00 registration no receipt was given.
But they said don’t worry. But when election time came they asked me 
for my receipt...so I was dropped out of the branch. Now I can’t argue 
with the committee because I’m not an MIC member.
Given the central role played by the MIC in providing the Indian squatters with 
access to resources, including financial assistance, it is not surprising that 
conflicts and power struggles existed between those who were politically active. 
There were at least two major MIC political factions in the kampung. One was 
headed by the Ketua Kampung, the other by a middle aged man who also had 
an extensive trade union background. The conflicts between these factions 
revolved around a range of matters including: access to communal water; misuse 
of financial assistance given to the community; and disputes relating to the 
running of the Hindu temple and its affairs.
Some squatters supported opposition political parties particularly the DAP 
(Democratic Action Party). Such support, however, was generally not openly 
expressed given the dominance of the MIC within the settlement and the 
repressive political environment perceived to exist in Malaysia at the time.
Residents’ Committee
By the mid-1970s a Residents’ Committee had also been established within the 
Indian quarter. At the time of the study it consisted of 15 men, all MIC 
members, appointed by the Ketua Kampung. Thus they all supported the Indian 
leader and his power base within the settlement.
This committee met on a regular basis to work on problems confronting the 
Indian settlers. Led by the Ketua Kampung, it was the main body guiding and 
organizing community related affairs in the settlement. Over half its members 
were also on the Hindu Temple Committee. At various times the Residents’ 
Committee organized residents to work together on such projects as installing 
communal water standpipes, building drains, improving roads and removing 
rubbish from the settlement. In times of crisis, such as the settlement being
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flooded, the committee arranged financial and physical assistance to those in 
need.
Improving the Kampung Environment
In the early stages of kampung development, people either used wells, collected 
rain water, or carted water in from other areas. Some were forced to wash their 
clothes and cook in the standing water from the mine pools. It was not until 
1976 that piped water became available within the Indian quarter, and even then 
only in the form of a few community standpipes, which by no means met the 
demand. Additional standpipes were obtained in 1982.
The heavy rains and lack of drainage produced frequent flooding - another 
problem affecting life in the settlement. One person estimated that his kampung 
house had been flooded over 200 times. The poor drainage affected some houses 
more than others and was a major source of conflict between households. Some 
went to great pains to build and maintain drains while others did little to stop 
them from blocking. The frequent flooding caused the roads to deteriorate. 
Inadequate sewage disposal contaminated the standing surface water left behind 
by the floods, creating an unhealthy living environment. In the early 1980s a 
number of large drains were dug throughout the Indian quarter to channel excess 
water and reduce flood damage.
Until 1982 there was also no electricity in the settlement. Before then people 
relied on kerosene lamps and, in a few cases, illegal generators to meet their 
lighting needs. At least five households had generators, with up to 10 houses 
sharing a generator. These generators usually only operated from 5:00 a.m. to 
7:00 a.m. and from 6:00 p.m. to midnight, with people paying the owner 
approximately M$10 per month. In 1982 legal connection to electricity was 
available to all households who could afford it.
Figure 5.4 shows the response of the Indian settlers surveyed to the question 
‘Has there been anyone of particular help to this community in getting needed 
services?’ Three responses stood out: the Ketua Kampung, the MIC and the view 
of ‘no-one’ having helped. The MIC was the most commonly identified source 
of help in obtaining water supply, electricity, and improved drainage for the
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MIC people
No-one helped
Ketua Kampung
Friends/re la tives
Government
Per cent
Figure 5.4: Perceptions on Who Helped the Community get Needed Services
settlement. One-quarter of the respondents specifically identified the Ketua 
Kampung as the major source of help. According to him, however, the 
Residents’ Committee had played the major role in obtaining financial assistance 
for community infrastructure. Aside from organizing fund raising events, he and 
other committee members had approached politicians and government officials 
for help and financial assistance for water, roads and drainage. As the kampung 
was located on the border of the Federal Territory and Selangor, this committee 
was able to seek assistance from politicians and officials representing their 
community’s interests on either side.
Sitting on the boundary, the kampung was covered by a number of political 
jurisdictions. On the Selangor side, it was located within the constituencies of
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two elected officials - a Parliamentary Representative and a State Assembly 
Representative - and on the Federal Territory side, within the constituency of 
one official - a Parliamentary Representative.20 The Indian settlers had obtained 
most assistance from a Selangor MIC State Assemblyman, an Indian who held 
the office between 1974 and 1982. In the late 1970s, after a number of visits to 
his office about the water problem, they received M$10,000 to install four 
community standpipes and improve drainage.
Some of the Indian settlers, however, felt that the MIC had not been that helpful 
in providing such facilities as public water supply. This was largely because 
insufficient funds were obtained to meet the water supply needs of the whole 
community. Many settlers were forced to continue carting water from distant 
standpipes. Others pointed out that only those areas which contained MIC 
supporters had received standpipes. One standpipe, for example, was located 
immediately in front of the Ketua Kampung s house. Furthermore, each 
household using a standpipe had to pay a connection fee of M$75 and provide 
the labour for installation. The fee and the labour gave the household the right 
to run a hose from their house to the standpipe. For one hour each day they 
could connect their hose and receive water. Those who could not or would not 
pay, were only able to collect what water they could carry in buckets. Conflicts 
over water access and usage rights were perhaps the major cause of disharmony 
in the community.
Assistance in obtaining electricity had come from government officials in the 
Federal Territory. In a general electrification of the area in which the kampung 
was located, M$3,000,000 had been spent. As a result, in 1982 electricity from 
legal transmission lines was available within the settlement for all those who 
could afford it. The Residents’ Committee organized the electricity authority to 
send technicians to connect power lines to the houses. In addition to a standard 
fee of M$650, some of the squatters alleged that they also had to pay up to 
M$850 in ‘corruption money’ to have their electricity connected. Those unable 
to afford the cost of official connection would often run an extension cord from 
a neighbours house.
20 Given its Territory status there are no ‘State’ constituencies in the Federal 
Territory.
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The electrification project was probably intended to meet future development 
needs, but the politicians were not above using the programme to win votes. 
Many settlers described how politicians visited the kampung before the 1982 
election saying they would provide them with electricity (and water), if elected.
Some of the Indians surveyed felt that no-one had been of assistance to them. 
As one person explained: ‘Nobody helped me. I don’t know many people here. I 
solve my own problems. The only contact I have with the Ketua Kampung is 
when he comes to get donations’. Others felt that the Indian quarter had only 
received assistance for certain facilities because it was part of a squatter 
settlement which also contained Malays. The Malays were perceived to have far 
greater political clout with the ruling government coalition. Indeed, the first 
water supply in the settlement was installed in the Malay quarter. For a number 
of years the Indians had to queue behind Malays for their water supply. As one 
man commented:
We didn’t have community standpipes for six to seven years. They were 
all given to Malay households. We had to approach many people before 
we got one standpipe. Malays have to put up very little effort to 
achieve - we (Indians) much more. If 100 per cent of the people in this 
kampung were Indians we wouldn’t have got electricity or water. It is 
only because there are also Malays that we got these facilities. This is 
because the MIC is not strong.
The Malay quarter was also the only section of Kampung Mariyamman which 
had public telephones, a large meeting hall and recreational facilities - 
badminton courts.
RESUME
In less than 15 years the Indian quarter of Kampung Mariyamman grew from a 
vacant stretch of mine tailings to a well developed squatter settlement. Social 
ties at the household, neighbourhood and community levels were critical in the 
efforts of the Indian settlers to help themselves. Ties with kin and friends 
formed the main network through which they obtained land, then built and 
gradually improved their dwellings in the squatter settlement. Those building
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houses had to deal with government officials intent on destroying their homes. 
By allegedly bribing these officials many Indian settlers were able to avoid 
demolition. Thus, despite being threatened with eviction, they were able to 
negotiate their continued existence in the kampung.
Social ties at the community level were particularly significant in improving the 
kampung living environment. By establishing a leadership structure and 
Residents’ Committee, the Indian settlers were able to set priorities and organize 
themselves to act on them. Affiliation with the MIC provided the potential for a 
more extensive support network. It gave squatters access to politicians and 
government officials from whom they were able to get financial assistance for 
community infrastructure and other needs. By connecting with the MIC - an 
‘Indian’ political organization with established ties to the government power 
structure - the squatters were able to gain a token of political clout and use their 
ethnic status to advantage.
Common ethnic status had brought the settlers together in the squatter 
settlement. By living in an ‘Indian’ enclave they were able to marshall more 
effectively their limited social, economic and physical resources to advantage. 
This is not to say they formed a completely unified and harmonious group. 
Differences in caste, sub-ethnic, religious, political and socio-economic status all 
created tensions and cleavages. Thus, the stereotype of Indians’ being a highly 
fragmented and disunited people was to a certain extent borne out by the study. 
The cleavages which did exist, however, also provided more intense support 
networks. Those of similar religious background, particularly the minority of 
non-Hindu faiths, were able to obtain assistance in times of need from their 
churches and fellow worshippers in the kampung. Caste ties (when maintained) 
reinforced the importance of kinship, religious and ethnic links. Those who were 
MIC members often worked together and helped each other. Hindus attended 
temple and celebrated festivals together, reinforcing ties between households.
There was no evidence of any self-perpetuating culture of poverty pervading the 
lives of the Indian settlers. Instead, they were generally conservative hard 
working people who had not only successfully established a niche for 
themselves within the squatter settlement, but also consolidated their positions 
within it. There were, however, constraints limiting the extent to which they 
were able to help themselves. Assistance provided by the MIC or government
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was generally insufficient to meet the needs of all the settlers, as exemplified in 
the case of communal water supply. Indeed, they had to wait years just to get 
the few taps they had. While they could negotiate with officials to avoid 
eviction, their efforts were not always successful. Eventually, they were all 
forced to relocate (see Chapter 7). Although they had forged ties with the MIC 
and thus also with the ruling government coalition, in the end these ties were by 
no means strong enough to save them from the bulldozer. Perhaps the major 
constraint limiting their ability to improve their status was their financial 
circumstances. The following chapter takes up this theme by focusing on the 
economic status of Mariyammaris Indian settlers and their efforts to get by in 
the city.
CHAPTER 6
GETTING BY IN THE CITY
The presence of economic levels in the shantytown shows, among other 
things, that poverty is not necessarily more homogeneous than wealth. 
There are economic differences and shadings among the poor as there 
are among the middle class... (Lomnitz, 1977:90).
Much of the literature on Third World squatters presents an image of a people 
of similar socio-economic status living under uniformly poor conditions. This 
view, however, provides little insight into the heterogeneity of squatters within 
and between different settlements. Also, it presents an essentially deterministic 
and synchronic picture of their lives, focusing on their present status without 
reference to past achievements or future aspirations (Lloyd, 1979:213). Certainly, 
most studies have confirmed that the vast majority of squatters are relatively 
poor, but are they all or equally so? Are they as poor now as they were 
previously? Common sense would indicate that their lives are neither 
homogeneous nor static and that there are, as noted by Lomnitz above, 
‘economic differences and shadings’ between them.
This chapter considers the economic status of the Indian settlers in Kampung 
Mariyamman. Specifically, it examines heterogeneity in incomes, living 
standards and occupational status (Section 1). Attention then turns to household 
economy. The survival strategies employed by better-off, average and less-well- 
off households are considered (Section 2). Finally, using a smaller subset of 
settlers, correlations are sought between employment histories and shifts in 
socio-economic status (Section 3).
Ooijitham (1986b:70) has concluded that there is ‘much financial hardship 
confronting urban working class Indians [...and that...] these workers are trapped 
within a structural framework that provides very little room for socio-economic 
improvement’. While agreeing with her basic conclusion, the present study
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argues that a significant portion of the Indian settlers in Kampung Mariyamman 
have improved their socio-economic position since coming to Kuala Lumpur and 
that residency in the squatter settlement has played a major role in this process. 
Furthermore, some households have achieved a greater level of success in the 
city than others, highlighting differentiation in economic status.
1. ECONOMIC STATUS OF THE SETTLERS
The Indian settlers in Kampung Mariyamman, were by no means as poor as 
squatters in many other Third World countries. This is underlined by the 
portrayal of life in a Sao Paulo favela in The Diary of Carolina Maria de Jesus 
(1962). Survival for the writer and her children meant begging and scavenging: 
‘When I find something in the garbage that I can eat I eat it’ (de Jesus, 
1962:163). Mariyamman s Indian squatters did not have to beg or scavenge for 
food. With few exceptions they were all relatively well fed and housed. 
Although highlighting their relative poverty, other case studies of squatters in 
Malaysia present a similar picture (see Rajoo, 1985; Azizah Kassim, 1985).
They were also not the poorest of Malaysia’s poor. The general consensus 
among them was that Mariyamman was a fairly well to do squatter settlement. 
There were other people both in urban and rural Malaysia who were less well- 
off.1 Having mostly come from very poor estate backgrounds, many viewed 
their situation in the kampung as a major improvement. Nevertheless, the Indian 
squatters were conscious they occupied a relatively low position in the society. 
Their dwellings, while more solidly built and less densely packed than those in 
other squatter settlements, were still mean and flimsy when compared to the 
modem terrace and bungalow houses of the middle-class. While most 
households had at least one person engaged in full-time employment, their 
occupations were generally low-paid and insecure.
1 Visits to other squatter settlements, plantations and rural kampungs, 
reinforced this impression.
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Household Income
More insight into the economic status of the Indian settlers can be gained from 
examining their income levels. In 1987, the households surveyed reported an 
average monthly income of M$843, well below the urban average of M$1453 
and almost on a par with the rural average of M$853 (Government of Malaysia, 
1989:39).2 On the basis of household income only the Indian squatters in 
Kampung Mariyamman are much poorer than the average urban household, and 
slightly poorer than the average rural household.3
Their average income, however, was substantially higher than that reported for 
‘poor’ estate households (M$275) and estate households overall (M$670) in 1987 
(Government of Malaysia, 1989:52). It was also more than double the official 
Poverty Line Income (P.L.I.) for Peninsular Malaysia of M$350 per month for a 
household of 5.14 persons (Government of Malaysia, 1989:45).4 Before 
assuming that those surveyed were comparatively well-off, a number of riders 
have to be added: the average household size of the Indian settlers was six, 
slightly higher than the national average; and the official poverty line itself is 
unrealistically low, particularly in the context of urban households. It is 
reasonable to assume that the cost of living in rural areas is lower as there are 
more opportunities to supplement income, for example, with home-grown food. 
Having a single P.L.I. for both urban and rural areas is therefore questionable.
2 Resettlement affected the incomes of households shifted to temporary 
longhouse accommodation. This section, therefore, focuses only on the 100 
households surveyed that were still residing in the settlement at the time 
fieldwork was undertaken. Respondents were asked to detail for all household 
members, the total average monthly income from all sources, including income 
from overtime and secondary jobs.
3 The difference in national household income figures between urban and 
rural areas is not surprising. Much of the Third World development literature 
has highlighted the greater degree of poverty in rural as opposed to urban areas. 
In 1987, 83 per cent of the total estimated households with incomes below the 
poverty line in Peninsular Malaysia, were poor rural households (Government of 
Malaysia, 1989:52).
4 The P.L.I. as described in the Mid-Term Review of the Fifth Malaysian 
Plan (Government of Malaysia, 1989:45) is determined on the basis of 
expenditure in three major areas including food, clothing and footwear and in 
such areas as rent, fuel, power, transport and communications, health, education 
and recreation.
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Indeed, Azizah Kassim (1985:211) felt that M$400 was a more accurate poverty 
line figure for the Malay squatters she studied in Kuala Lumpur.
Looking only at average household income masks the considerable degree of 
variation in incomes which exists between households. As shown in Table 6.1, 
one-quarter of the Indian households surveyed had monthly incomes below 
M$600, nearly half between M$600 and M$1,000 and just over a quarter above 
M$1,000. To gain further insight into the heterogeneous economic status of the 
Indian settlers they were divided into three groups on the basis of their 
household income levels: the upper 25 per cent; the middle 50 per cent; and the 
lower 25 per cent. The results of this aggregation are shown in Table 6.2.
As can be seen from Table 6.2, there was considerable variation in income 
levels with the bottom 25 per cent of households having an average income of 
M$423 and the middle 50 per cent and top 25 per cent, incomes of M$754 and 
M$1440 respectively. Within these three groups there was also variation in 
income levels as shown by standard deviation and median income figures (Table 
6.2). Such variation was only considerable in the case of the highest income 
group where the large incomes of a few households had skewed results.
It is misleading to assume that those households with higher incomes are better 
off without also taking household size into account. As shown in Table 6.2, 
those households with higher incomes generally had more mouths to feed - their 
average size being eight in contrast to five for the low income group. The 
question may be asked, does higher income compensate for larger household 
size? The higher incomes of the top 25 per cent were a reflection of two major 
factors. Firstly, the household heads brought home an average wage of M$738 
as opposed to M$309 for the lowest group. Secondly, the incomes in the highest 
household group resulted from the pooled earnings of an average of three bread 
winners, in contrast with one earner in the lowest group. These two factors 
combined, more than compensated for the larger household size, resulting in a 
significantly higher per capita income for this group.
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Table 6.1
Distribution of Households bv Total Monthly Income
Monthly Income (a) 
Level M$
No. of Households
0 - 199 0
200-399 9 (24%)
400-599 15
600-799 32
(49%)
800-999 17
1000-1199 12
1200-1399 7
1400-1599 1
(27%)
1600-1799 -
1800-1999 2
> 2000 5
Total 100
Note: (a) Monthly income includes total income derived by 
all members of household.
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Table 6.2
Income and Demographic Characteristics bv Household Income Group
Bottom
25%
(n=25)
Households
Middle
50%
(n=50)
Top
25%
(n=25)
All
(n=100)
Mean Household 
Income
423 754 1440 843
(s.d.) (113) (120) (507) (460)
(median) (450) (700) (1200) (700)
Mean Income of 
Household Head
309 489 738 506
(s.d.) (183) (196) (446) (317)
Mean Per-Capita 98
Household Income
142 210 148
(s.d.) (49) (67) (96) (82)
(median) (75) (128) (166) (133)
Avg. Household 5 6 8 6
Size (s.d.) (2) (2) (4) (2)
Avg. No. of
Income Earners 1 2 3 2
(s.d.) (1) a) (2) (2)
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Material Possessions
The material possessions of families within the kampung further suggests a 
range of living standards (see Plates 20 and 21). Many of the squatters owned a 
wide variety of consumer items including furniture, crockery and electrical 
goods. These possessions frequently served a dual purpose. They were used on 
special occasions and as everyday signs of status within the community. In the 
living rooms of practically every household were large glass cabinets exhibiting 
cherished items, such as glassware, crockery, stainless steel kitchen ware, 
photos, medals, trophies and brightly painted plaster statues. Figure 6.1 shows 
ownership of televisions, videos, refrigerators, motorcycles, motor vehicles, and 
houses, by income group. If possession of such items can be considered a 
reflection of living standards, then the highest income group was better off.
Television ownership was almost universal among the households surveyed, with 
over half also owning video recorders. Watching television and video films were 
major forms of entertainment and relaxation. Most settlers could not afford to go 
to the cinema in Petaling Jaya or Kuala Lumpur, especially with the added cost 
of transport. Given the few Indian programmes at the movie theatres and also 
on television, the kampung residents turned to video machines for their beloved 
Tamil and Hindi movies. Watching these Indian films was a favourite pastime 
for many of the settlers, particularly the housewives.5 Ownership of video 
machines was significantly higher among the middle and upper household 
income groups (Figure 6.1).
Commonly households prepared one main meal each day, with left overs being 
stored for subsequent meals.6 The humid tropical environment made access to 
refrigeration almost a necessity to prevent food wastage. Only half of the
5 A significant portion of my time in the kampung, was spent in front of 
one of the many epic and heart-rending Indian movies being shown in the 
houses of the settlers I interviewed. These movies played a significant role in 
reinforcing Hindu values, ethnic consciousness and identity of the settlers. They 
were perhaps the most important means by which they established and 
maintained an emotional and mental link with India.
6 I saw little wastage of food. Dahl, rice and vegetables formed the main 
diet of the Indian settlers.
Plate 20: Living room of a well-to-do squatter household.
Plate 21: Living room of a poor household.
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households in the lower and middle income groups had refrigerators, in contrast 
to four-fifths of those in the highest income group (Figure 6.1). Those without 
often made use of their neighbour’s refrigerator.
Most households had members who worked outside the kampung, with many 
travelling daily to distant areas in and around Kuala Lumpur. Moreover, many 
worked odd hours on shift work and could not rely on public transport which 
ran infrequently in off-peak hours. Motorcycles were the most common form of 
private transport owned by more than half of the households (Figure 6.1). One- 
fifth of the settlers, mostly those in the top income group, owned cars. The 
poorer households either walked, used bicycles or public bus services.
The most visible asset ‘owned’ by the Indian settlers (albeit illegally) was their 
squatter house. The vast majority had either built or purchased their dwellings 
within the settlement. While house ownership was almost universal in the 
middle and top income groups it accounted for less than half of the households 
in the lowest group (Figure 6.1).
A small minority of the settlers owned houses or land outside the kampung.1 All 
were from middle and upper household income groups (see Figure 6.1). In 
contrast, Azizah Kassim (1985:209) found land ownership to be extensive 
among Malay squatters she studied in Kuala Lumpur. She concluded that: ‘at 
least one person in every household owns land in his or her kampung of origin, 
which may be a rubber small-holding, a paddy field, or orchard or land for 
residential purposes...’. Unlike these Malays, the Indian squatters came mostly 
from estates where housing was generally provided by their employer. Given 
their low estate wages there was little or no opportunity to acquire such assets.7 8
7 It is possible that some squatters may not have disclosed ownership of 
land or housing elsewhere, particularly given the hostile view of City Hall 
(1984:120) towards squatter landlords and speculators.
8 Since the early 1970s schemes have gradually been coming into existence 
on some estates to provide workers with the opportunity of purchasing their 
accommodation. Ironically such schemes seem to have emerged at a time when 
the number of Indian estate workers is declining relative to employment of 
Chinese, Malay and Indonesian workers.
158
Occupational Status
Occupations shed further light on the economic status of Indian kampung 
residents. Table 6.3 classifies the main occupations of all the adults (male and 
female) in the 100 households living in the kampung at the time of the study. 
They were classified into one of the following five categories: unskilled; semi­
skilled; skilled; trader /shopkeeper; and professional. Unskilled occupations were 
defined as those which involved simple, manual, repetitive tasks, requiring the 
development of minimal techniques. Jobs which required the use of simple 
techniques not held by the general population, were classified as being semi­
skilled. Skilled occupations required an extensive period of training. There was 
also a number of residents who were either unemployed or retired.
Almost three-quarters of the adults worked in poorly-paid unskilled and semi­
skilled jobs, being largely employed as general labourers, cleaners, domestics, 
gardeners, watchmen, machine operators, production line workers, car and lorry 
drivers (see Table 6.3). Only a small minority were skilled workers or traders, 
with 2 per cent working as professionals. About one in 10 adults was 
unemployed. The low occupational status of the kampung residents is not 
surprising given their levels of education (see Table 6.4 and Figure 6.2). More 
than half of the adults were either unschooled or had only received primary 
level schooling. Only 11 per cent had been educated beyond Form Three of 
high school.
There were differences between the sexes. Generally, males had received more 
education and held a much wider range of jobs than did females. Half the 
women were gainfully employed outside the home. Compared with males, most 
worked in unskilled occupations concentrated in a few poorly-paid fields. They 
mainly worked as general labourers, domestics or machine operators. Their wage 
was an important component of household income. Although most of these 
women had young children, they were forced to work out of financial necessity.
159
Table 6.3: Main Occupation of Adults in Kampung Sample By Sex
Main
Occupation
Males
No. (%)
Females 
No. (%)
Total
No. (%)
Unskilled W orker 57 (32) 41 (51) 98 (38)
General Labourer 36 22 58
Domestic/Cleaner - 14 14
Car/Lorry Attendant 10 - 8
W atchman/Guard 7 - 7
Child Minder - 4 4
Bus Conductor 1 - 1
Gardener 3 1 4
Semi-skilled W orker 64 (36) 22 (27) 86 (33)
Machine Operator 15 16 30
Product Assembler 8 2 10
Lorry/Forklift Driver 24 - 24
Car/Van/Bus Driver 14 - 14
Cable Layer 1 - 1
Cashier - 1 1
Dyer 1 - 1
Nurses Aid - 1 1
Clerk 1 2 3
Skilled W orker 15 (8) 3 (4) 18 (7)
Technician 3 - 3
Mechanic/Wei der 6 - 6
Landscaper 1 - 1
Surveyor 1 - 1
Fitter 1 - 1
Carpenter 1 - 1
Electrician 1 - 1
Craftsman 1 - 1
Tailor - 3 3
T ra d er /S a le s 17 (9) 4 (5) 21 (8)
Shop/Store Keeper 3 - 3
Vegetable Seller 5 3 8
Food Hawker 6 1 7
Bottle/Mat Seller 2 - 2
Salesman 1 - 1
P ro fe ss io n a l 4 (2 ) 1 ( l ) 5 (2 )
Pastor 1 - 1
Soldier 2 - 2
Teacher - 1 1
Journalist 1 - 1
U n em p lo y ed 14 (8) 10 (1 2 ) 24 (9)
R etired 8 (5) - (-> 8 (3)
Total 179 (100) 81(a) (100) 260 (100)
Note: (a) This figure excludes 86 of the women in the kampung 
sample who worked as full-time housewives.
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Table 6.4
Education of Adult Kampung Population by Sex
Level
of
Education
Males 
(n=179) 
Per cent
Females 
(n=167) 
Per cent
Overall 
(n=346) 
Per cent
None 10 22 16
Lower Primary 6 13 9
Upper Primary 28 30 29
Lower Secondary 43 28 35
Upper secondary 12 7 10
Tertiary 1 - 1
Total 100 100 100
Males Females 1 1 Overall
Per cent
T er t i a ryS ec o n d a r yPr imaryNone
Educat ion Level
Figure 6.2: Education of Adult Kampung Population by Sex
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The employment status of household heads was examined in detail. As shown in 
Table 6.5, regardless of income level, most were employed in the private sector. 
There were few differences in employment category between household heads in 
the different income groups. Those in the lowest group were slightly more likely 
to be unemployed or retired.
Private Sector Employment
Nearly two-thirds of household heads were employed in the private sector (see 
Table 6.5). Most were working as unskilled and semi-skilled labourers. There is 
no minimum wage for the private sector work force in Malaysia, so not 
surprisingly their wages were often extremely low. The principal law regulating 
working conditions is the Employment Ordinance (Act) 1955. Under this Act all 
manual workers and non-manual employees earning less than M$750 a month 
are in theory entitled to a range of benefits including: paid annual leave, paid 
sick leave and compensation for work injuries if not covered by the Employees 
Social Security Act o f 1969. In addition, all employees are required to contribute 
to the Employees Provident Fund (EPF) - a pension type savings scheme 
designed to provide workers with an income upon retirement.9
The wages, working conditions and fringe benefits received by those squatters 
employed in the private sector varied considerably. Usually, skilled and semi­
skilled workers received higher wages than those in unskilled jobs. Further, 
those working for multinational companies or large well-established local firms 
generally had better wages, working conditions and more fringe benefits than 
those in small local enterprises. Many of the squatters interviewed openly 
expressed the view that working conditions were better in foreign as opposed to 
local firms.
9 The statutory rate of contribution, fixed in 1980, was 20 per cent of the 
monthly wage of an employee, of which 11 per cent is to be contributed by the 
employer and 9 per cent by the employee (Ministry of Labour, 1985:294). 
Funds contributed are generally not accessible in full to workers until they retire 
at the age of 55. Exceptions to this include a worker becoming invalid or 
leaving the country.
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Table 6.5
Employment Category of Household Heads ffrom Main Occupation) bv
Household Income Group
Bottom 25% 
(n=25)
Per cent
Middle 50% 
(n=50)
Per cent
Top 25% 
(n=25) 
Per cent
All
(n=100)
Private Sector 
Employee
56 70 60 64
Public Sector 
Employee
4 8 8 7
Self Employed 20 18 24 20
Unemployed 12 2 4 5
Retired 8 2 4 4
Total 100 100 100 100
Krishnan, for example, worked as a machine operator with a multinational 
company manufacturing detergents and shampoos. A shiftworker, he was paid a 
basic daily rate of M$ 14.70, plus a food allowance of M$1.25. A bonus of 
M$1.50 was received for the afternoon shift and M$3.00 for the night shift. His 
monthly income was around M$380 to M$400. In addition there was free 
medical treatment and a limited period of paid sick leave, regular contributions 
to the Employees Provident Fund and free bus transport to and from work.
Marimutu, in contrast, was a machine operator working for a small local firm 
manufacturing steel rods. He received a lower wage and fewer fringe benefits
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than Krishnan. Contracted to work six days a week from 8.00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m., 
Marimutu received M$11.60 a day - an average monthly income of M$280. 
Apart from a slightly higher overtime rate he received no other benefits. Indeed, 
he felt:
Malaysian employers are very smart. If they can employ their workers 
on a contract basis - they will. Contract basis means that they don’t 
have to provide fringe benefits to workers like EPF. 10 I have no EPF 
and if I asked for it my boss would sack me. I had a friend working 
with me who asked for EPF - the boss sacked him.
Ten of the Indian settlers worked in squatter industries located within the 
kampung. Rajoo was employed by one of these industries which manufactured 
wooden boxes and crates. Working from 8:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m. six days a 
week, he was paid M$12 a day. Without gloves and wearing only rubber 
thongs, he guided large slabs of timber with his workmates into a circular saw, 
while clouds of fine sawdust filled the shed. The adolescent women working at 
the mill received only M$8 a day. As in many of the squatter industries, 
working conditions appeared unsafe and marginal. Aside from slightly higher 
overtime rates, fringe benefits were non-existent. Inevitably, during a prolonged 
sickness or following a serious work related injury, workers lost their jobs.
A large number of Indian household heads worked in the private sector as car, 
van and lorry drivers. Jaya, for example, worked as a contract van driver for a 
small Chinese firm. His total monthly income was M$350. Ranga, on the other 
hand, who drove for the general manager of a large multinational firm, had an 
average income of around M$850 a month depending on overtime. Those 
driving lorries usually received more than M$800 but they worked long hours. 
The few drivers who owned their lorries sought work on a casual or contract 
basis from various firms. Their monthly incomes varied from M$350 to M$900 
depending on the amount of work they were able to obtain. At dawn each 
morning, lorry owners seeking work parked their vehicles at specific sites near 
the busy highway awaiting work.
10 In reality, contract workers are also entitled to have their employers 
contribute on their behalf to the EPF. The Employees Provident Fund Act 1951 
specifies that: ‘every employee and every employer of a person who is an 
employee...shall be liable to pay monthly’ contributions to the fund. An 
employee is defined as a person of 16 years or older who is: ‘employed under a 
contract of service or apprenticeship whether written or oral and whether 
expressed or implied, to work for an employer’.
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Apart from low wages, those employed in the private sector had little job 
security. At least one in every five household heads had been retrenched from 
private firms and almost half had been unemployed at various times. Generally, 
periods of unemployment ranged from one to three months. A few had been 
without jobs for one or more years, usually as a result of illness or disability 
which made it difficult for them to obtain work. One man, who had been 
injured when a piece of heavy machinery fell on his foot, was still unable to 
work a year after the accident. Others had chronic health problems related to 
diabetes or epilepsy. Of course, during a recession unemployment is likely to 
increase. Two-thirds of those who had been retrenched had lost their jobs during 
the mid-1980s recession.11
Public Sector Employment
Contrary to the traditional predominance of urban Indians in the public sector 
(see Chapter 2), less than one in every 10 household heads worked in the public 
sector (Table 6.5). Usually, they were employed as manual labourers with 
monthly incomes ranging from M$300 to M$600. While low, their wages were 
usually higher than those doing similar work for small private firms. This 
reflected the existence of a regulated minimum wage for workers in the public 
sector. Moreover, government workers are entitled to a range of fringe benefits 
including: EPF contributions, overtime pay, retirement and disability pensions, 
subsidized housing loans, medical benefits for their entire families, 30 days paid 
annual leave, greater job security and an additional Cost of Living Allowance 
(C.O.L.A.) (Azizah Kassim, 1985:186).
Self-Employment
One-fifth of the household heads were self-employed. They worked in jobs such 
as food hawking, shop keeping and tailoring. While they did not have to face 
the possibility of being retrenched, their incomes were unreliable, varying 
considerably from week to week depending on business. While some chose to 
become self-employed, others were forced to do so because they were unable to 
get jobs elsewhere. Eight kampung residents had red identity cards indicating
11 There were at least 42,000 cases of retrenched workers reported to the 
government in 1985 alone (Government of Malaysia, 1989:84).
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they lacked Malaysian citizenship. This made it extremely difficult for them to 
become public or private sector employees.
One man came to Malaysia at the age of 20. Two decades later, when he 
applied for a blue identity card (citizenship identification), he was asked to 
‘write and read his particulars’ in Bahasa Malay. Being illiterate, with a poor 
knowledge of the language, his application was rejected. In the 15 years 
following his first unsuccessful attempt, he had made numerous others - all 
without success. Having lost his job as an estate labourer for lack of citizenship, 
he has worked the past 20 years as a daily paid contract labourer and mobile 
soft drink vendor. As he explained ‘the government doesn’t see you if you have 
a red identity card’.
Nearly three-quarters of the self-employed household heads worked at home. 
One, Nageswary, a widow with three children, worked in her kampung house as 
a tailor. With a relatively successful business, she earned on average between 
M$350 to M$380 a month. But working 15 hours a day, six days a week, she 
was slowly going blind. Her 20 year old niece worked for her as an unpaid 
apprentice in the shop. To earn extra income, Nageswary occasionally taught 
other women in the kampung how to sew.
Three household heads had converted part of their kampung houses into small 
shops selling a limited range of basic foodstuffs, drinks, newspapers and 
household goods. One shop, with a small eating section, also sold hot food. 
They all sold goods on credit to their more trusted Indian customers. The 
incomes of these shop-owners ranged from M$400 to M$800 a month.
Other Indian squatters sold goods from their homes, door-to-door and at the 
weekly night market. At this later venue over 40 Indian, Malay and Chinese 
vendors, sold a wide range of wares including clothing, fruit and vegetables, 
cooked food, cosmetics, cassette tapes, toys and various household items. The 
income from these activities ranged between M$190 and M$450 a month. These 
people had to compete with mobile vendors, who regularly cruised the kampung 
selling vegetables, meat and other goods from their motorcycles and trucks.
166
2. HOUSEHOLD ECONOMY AND SURVIVAL STRATEGIES
Existence in the city under adverse economic conditions forced squatter 
households to resort to a variety of survival strategies. Some households lacking 
critical resources such as a regular or secure income appeared to struggle under 
enormous burdens, while others, with skills, higher income or a large productive 
family unit, lived more comfortable lives. The heterogeneity in household living 
circumstances and economic status is highlighted in the following case studies 
of poor, average and relatively well-off families.
Case Studies
A Very Poor Household
Kali’s household is typical of the kampung' s poorest. With his wife and 
four children he lives in a small two-room rented dwelling. In 1986 
their rented house was partially destroyed by fire. Having paid the cost 
of repairing the damage, they assumed ownership of the house and 
ceased paying rent. Aside from a small table, a few chairs, two beds 
and a kitchen cupboard, their house is bare. They have no television, 
video or refrigerator. Their only means of transport is an old, second 
hand bicycle.
Having previously worked as a labourer in a squatter industry located 
within the kampung, Kali had been unemployed for nine months at the 
time of the survey. Being a diabetic, he lost this job after a prolonged 
period of illness without receiving either paid sick leave or redundancy 
pay upon termination. Since his employer had not contributed on his 
behalf to the Employees Provident Fund, he had no pension. His wife 
now supports the family by cooking and selling food. She supplies 
cooked food to kampung residents and once a week operates a food 
stall at the night market. For this work she earns between M$250 to 
M$300 a month. With four children in school their income is 
insufficient to meet their daily needs and repay the money lender who 
provided the funds to rebuild the house. Since Kali became ill their 
eldest son has been sending them M$80 a month from his wages as a
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soldier. To provide additional support, their 15 year old daughter is 
leaving school to get a job.
A Middle Income Household
Sarny’s household is characteristic of many within the middle income 
group (see Table 6.2). To support his wife and five young children, he 
works as a security guard with a multinational company on a shift 
basis. While his base pay of M$450 a month is insufficient to support 
his family, he is grateful to have a ‘secure company job’. Sarny speaks 
appreciatively of his yearly bonus, fringe benefits, previous pay rises 
and of the American manager who gave him a crockery set.
To make ends meet, Sarny also works as a part-time gardener adding 
between M$280 to M$320 a month to his income. Two younger sisters, 
who live with the family, work and contribute part of their incomes to 
the household. Still, Sarny struggles to pay his bills. Fortunately the 
local shop owner allows him to buy on credit. Despite difficulty in 
making ends meet, he sees his family as being fairly well-off and part 
of the middle class in Malaysian society. Among Sarny’s household 
possessions are: a television, video, refrigerator, gas stove (still being 
paid off), a dining table, a lounge, and three beds.
Sarny, an active member of the MIC, residents’ and temple committees, 
was on good terms with the other settlers. His social ties with relatives, 
friends and fellow committee members provided an extensive support 
network. He was able to buy food on credit because the shopkeeper was 
also a member of the Temple committee. When his house was badly 
flooded a few years back he used his political connections to get 
financial and other assistance.
A Well-off Household
Raja’s household was relatively well-off when compared to others 
within the Indian quarter. With his wife, two children, mother and 
younger brother, he lived in a large well-built dwelling. The household’s 
average monthly income of M$1400 was derived from two sources:
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Raja’s work as a technician with a large multinational firm and his 
brother’s work as a production labourer with a small local firm. Both 
also frequently worked overtime, boosting their income. Each month 
they were able to save between M$50 to MS 150.
Raja’s material possessions included a TV, video, refrigerator and an 
extensive range of furniture throughout his house. Unlike most of the 
Indian settlers, Raja owned a car and a motorbike. He had also spent 
considerable money buying fill to raise the level of the flood-prone land 
around his house.
Survival Strategies
For most household heads, the basic pay from their main jobs was insufficient 
to meet the needs of their families. They therefore resorted to a wide variety of 
strategies to supplement incomes to the point where needs were met or a 
modicum of comfort provided. These tactics included regularly engaging in 
overtime work, holding more than one job and having more than one income- 
earner in the household.
Overtime was the main means of increasing income. Most household heads 
regularly extended their working hours. Either they worked longer hours or 
additional days each month. For instance, Ganesh, a driver for Malaysian 
Airways, worked five eight-hour shifts a week for a basic monthly wage of 
M$520. When possible he worked an additional three shifts bringing his 
monthly income up to M$640.
One in every five household heads had more than one job. Some like Sami, 
worked as part-time gardeners. Others were cleaners, cooks, drivers or sellers of 
goods and services on a part-time basis. A van driver, for example, sold Amway 
products at night; a cablelayer sold toys at the weekly night market; and a 
storeman did numerology readings for a small fee. In most cases only one other 
job was held; a few, however, had up to three different sources of income. 
Almost all household heads with multiple incomes were in the middle and upper 
income groups. Even those with well-paid jobs sought other employment.
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Nevertheless, working overtime or holding more than one job did not ensure 
needs were met. The key was to have more than one breadwinner. Over half the 
households surveyed had more than one income earner. Households with 
extended families were of course much more likely to have multiple income 
earners and higher incomes. A few had as many as six members in paid 
employment. Multiple incomes not only offered more financial support but 
provided a more stable source of funds. As shown in Table 6.6, extended 
family groupings were far more common among households in the middle and 
top income groups. In contrast, the households with the lowest incomes 
generally consisted of nuclear families with only one wage earner.
Table 6.6
Household Type bv Income Group
Bottom
25%
(n=25)
Middle
50%
(n=50)
Top
25%
(n=25)
All
(n=100)
Household Type
Nuclear (%) 80 50 40 55
Extended (%) 8 46 56 39
Other (%) 12 4 4 6
Avg. No. of
Income Earners 1 2 3 2
Female Spouse of 
Household Head 
Earning Income (%) 20 36 48 35
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Information was sought on the extent to which female spouses of male 
household heads were working. As shown in Table 6.6, just over one-third were 
income earners. Most of these women came from the middle and top income 
groups. Mothers of young children in nuclear families had to arrange child care 
before entering the work force. Usually they relied upon neighbours, friends and 
relatives, but in some instances they paid for the service. Those without child 
care or the support of large extended families were thus handicapped in 
supplementing household income.
Household Savings and Expenditure
Examination of expenditure and saving patterns provides further insight into 
household economy and survival strategies. The average monthly expenses of 26 
households, including eight from the lowest income group, 10 the middle and 
eight the top, were examined in detail.12 As shown in Table 6.7, there was 
considerable variation in expenditure levels between households in different 
income groups. Total expenditure of those in the lowest income group was only 
M$434 in contrast to M$609 and M$1067 for those in the middle and top 
income groups. In terms of savings, if monthly contributions to kootu13 credit 
groups (see below) are excluded, then only those in the middle and top income 
groups had savings. Households in the lowest income group were operating on a 
deficit.
The appearance of a deficit in income over expenditures among the poorest 
group may be the result of a number of factors: an underestimation of their 
income or, conversely, an overestimation of their expenditure. In addition, since 
incomes sometimes fluctuated significantly from month to month, some
12 These 26 households were randomly selected from the 54 households 
with whom in-depth follow up interviews had been conducted. In the in-depth 
interviews, among other things, respondents were asked to estimate their average 
monthly expenditure on each of the items listed in Table 6.7. Unfortunately, 
after completion of the survey it was realized that clothing and footwear were 
not itemized among expenses. Therefore it needs to be stressed that these 
household expenditure figures are only relative and do not show absolute 
monthly expenditure.
13 A Tamil word meaning to come together.
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Table 6.7
Average Monthly Expenditure and Savings of Twentv-Six 
Households bv Income Group
Household Income Group
Bottom Middle fop All
25 % 50 % 25 % 100 %
(n=8) (n=10) (n=8) (n=26)
M onth ly  E xp en d itu re
M $
Food 210 (48%) 300 (49%) 409 (36%) 307 (43%)
Cooking Fuel 13 (3%) 14 (2%) 20 (2%) 16 (2%)
Utilities 17 (4%) 20 (3%) 31 (3%) 23 (3%)
Transport 22 (5%) 68 (11%) 134 (12%) 75 (11%)
Education 46 (11%) 55 (9%) 68 (6%) 56 (8%)
Rent 25 (6%) 10 (2%) - 12 (2%)
Loan Repayment 16 (4%) 16 (3%) 171 (15%) 68 (10%)
Hire Purchase 40 (9%) 53 (9%) 119 (10%) 71 (10%)
Remittances 3 (1%) 4 (1%) 3 (1%) 3 (1%)
Religion 12 (2%) 12 (2%) 11 (1%) 12 (2%)
Cigarettes/liquor 9 (2%) 35 (6%) 28 (2%) 24 (3%)
Other (a) 21 (5%) 22 (3%) 73 (6%) 39 (5%)
Average total 
expenditure
(a) M$ 434 (100%) 609 (100%) 1067 (100%) 706 (100%)
Incom e M $
Average total 
income (b) 418 696 1175 758
Savings M $  
Average total 
savings
(excluding kootu)
-16 87 108 52
Average spent 
on kootu 38 53 78 56
Average total 
savings
(including kootu) 22 140 186 108
Note: (a) The additional expenses in the ‘other’ category identified by 
respondents were for such items as medical treatment, entertainment, and 
in a few cases, life insurance payments.
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respondents were probably more likely to have used their previous month’s 
income rather than a true average for the year. This data may also be affected 
by the few households undergoing serious financial difficulties at the time of the 
study, who were going deeply into debt simply to survive.
Examination of expenditure patterns highlighted the small amount of money 
being spent on utilities and accommodation (Table 6.7). Most households owned 
their dwellings in the kampung. Only a few in the middle and bottom income 
groups were tenants regularly paying rent. The lower costs associated with living 
in the squatter settlement were absolutely critical to survival and advancement in 
the urban setting (see Plates 22 and 23). Money that would otherwise have been 
spent on accommodation had they been living in the formal real estate sector, 
was able to be diverted to meet other pressing needs. Indeed, lower living costs 
appear to constitute the major advantage of residency in squatter settlements and 
one of the main reasons they exist.
Food was by far the largest expense for all households, accounting for half the 
total expenditure of those in the bottom and middle income groups (Table 6.7). 
Those in the lowest income group spent the least amount on food. Many less- 
well-off settlers, however, indicated that they sometimes purchased their 
groceries on credit from local stores in the kampung. This was a crucial survival 
strategy for those with low or fluctuating incomes.
On average, households spent one-tenth of their incomes on transport (Table 
6.7). Those in the middle and upper income groups usually had motorcycles or 
other vehicles which required regular expenditure on fuel and maintenance. 
Households in the bottom income group mainly walked, rode bicycles or took 
public transport. Hence their transport costs were significantly less.
Most households had children attending primary or secondary schools. 
Educational expenses, which included the cost of transportation to and from 
school, the purchase of books, uniforms, as well as food allowances, accounted 
for 8 per cent of total average expenditure. It was also not uncommon for 
households in each of the income groups to pay for extra tuition classes for 
their children. Three Indian women in the kampung ran weekly tuition classes, 
charging around M$20 a month per child (see Plate 24). Regardless of their
Plates 22 and 23:
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economic status, most settlers felt that education was the only means by which 
their children could achieve a better life. For this reason some parents went to 
great sacrifice to pay for these extra classes.
Irrespective of income group, most households were repaying loans (Table 6.7). 
They were in debt to money lenders, friends, relatives and in a few cases 
insurance firms and banks. Significantly, households in the top income group 
were far more in debt than those in lowest income groups. On average, they 
were repaying M$171 a month in contrast to only M$16 for the other groups. 
This suggests that higher income households were using credit as a means to 
advance rather than merely as a means to survive - a strategy also commonly 
employed by families in Australia and other more developed nations.
Most households were also making monthly repayments for goods obtained on 
hire purchase (Table 6.7). Again those with higher incomes were making the 
largest payments. Only through hire-purchase schemes could many afford to 
acquire more expensive consumer items such as lounges, gas stoves and 
refrigerators.
One-fifth of all the households surveyed indicated they had members 
participating in kootu rotating credit groups. These groups would often consist of 
neighbours and close friends, each of whom would contribute monthly a 
predetermined amount of money into a pool. Once a month this money was 
given, in turn, to one of the members of the group.14 One group operating in the 
kampung for example, contained 10 people each of whom contributed M$50 a 
month, resulting in a monthly pool of M$500. Sometimes, when a member 
desperately needed money, it was arranged that they would receive the pool in 
advance of their turn.
This type of informal financial operation is illegal in Malaysia, having been 
prohibited with the Kootu Funds (Prohibition) Act of 1971. Because of its 
illegality, many of the settlers were hesitant to divulge their involvement.
14 As noted by Bala Shanmugan (1988:343) this type of informal financial 
operation is common among people in many developing countries. In Indonesia 
such groups are known as arisan, in Thailand, pia-huey and krong-tun, in 
Indian, chitt and in Sri Lanka, cheetu.
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Indeed, in the second round of in-depth interviews some respondents who had 
initially denied involvement subsequently affirmed participation. Almost two- 
thirds of the 26 households represented in Table 6.7 were regularly paying 
money into kootu groups. An average of M$56 was being contributed each 
month. Such expenditure essentially represented funds being saved rather than 
spent.15 Unless someone in the credit group ran off with the money or did not 
make their required contribution, the squatters eventually got back all the money 
they had invested.
Kootu groups provided Indian settlers with a means of obtaining large sums of 
money for purchasing expensive consumer goods or paying for weddings and 
funerals. Moreover, they also provided a mechanism which raised the priority of 
saving to an obligation. Because of the enormous pressure for each member to 
continue making their kootu payments, these funds were protected in a socially 
acceptable way from family, religious and social demands which ordinarily 
might absorb surplus cash. Poorer settlers even went to the extent of borrowing 
money from friends, relatives and other sources in order to make their monthly 
kootu payment. In this way squatters living in circumstances where normally 
funds could only be expended on basic needs, could occasionally afford 
consumer goods or celebrations that required large sums of money.
Other less significant expenditure included religious contributions, remittances to 
relatives and purchase of luxury goods, alcohol and cigarettes (Table 6.7). Most 
households made small monthly donations to their Hindu temple or Christian 
church. Only a few households regularly remitted money to relatives in other 
parts of Malaysia. Expenditure on cigarettes and liquor was also very low. 
Those interviewed, however, may well have been embarrassed to specify how 
much they actually spent on these items.
3. LIVELIHOOD PATHS
To gain further insight into the changing socio-economic status of the Indian 
settlers, employment histories of a representative subset of the survey 
respondents were examined during the second round of in-depth interviews.
15 For this reason money spent on kootu contributions was not included as 
an expenditure item in Table 6.7, but rather treated separately and as savings.
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Fifty-four respondents were interviewed of which 41 were men and 13 women. 
Since the career path of each individual was unique, analysis and organization 
of the data proved a difficult task. On a general level, however, a number of 
common trends did emerge.
Male Livelihood Paths
The majority of the men came from estate backgrounds. Most had begun 
labouring beside their parents by the age of 13. While two interviewees had no 
education, the rest had attended Tamil primary schools on or near their estates. 
Just over half received some secondary schooling. Only four went beyond Form 
Three. Few of them on their arrival in Kuala Lumpur had the skills needed to 
obtain well paying work in the city.
Figure 6.3 shows the occupational status of these men in terms of their first and 
present job in Kuala Lumpur. Since most were poorly educated they mainly 
started out in the city as unskilled labourers (73 per cent). Most arrived in Kuala 
Lumpur during the early to mid-1970s when the city was experiencing a 
building boom. Jobs were easily obtained and many worked on construction 
sites. A few became traders operating tea stalls, selling cooked food or 
vegetables. Most relied on the help of friends or relatives to secure jobs. 
Generally, the first job was held for less than a year before other employment 
was obtained. On average, these men had held six different jobs since moving to 
Kuala Lumpur.
In 1988, however, only 15 per cent of them were working as unskilled 
labourers. As shown in Figure 6.3 these men have demonstrated a significant 
progression to semi-skilled and to a lesser extent skilled work - a shift 
accompanied by increased wages and better working conditions. Table 6.8 
matches their education levels and present occupational status. Those working as 
unskilled labourers had no schooling or primary level only. Those with semi­
skilled and skilled work were better educated with over half of them having 
attended high school.16 There was only one professional, a journalist, who had
16 One man who had no formal education was working as a skilled labourer. 
He apprenticed to a carpenter at an early age and after developing his carpentry 
skills set up his own furniture making business.
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Figure 6.3: Occupational Status of Forty-One Indian Males from Kampung 
Mariyamman: First and Present Type of Employment in Kuala 
Lumpur
179
Table 6.8
Highest Education Level of Fortv-One Indian Males From Kampung 
Marivamman bv Present Occupational Status
No
School
Primary
Only
Lower Upper Tertiary
Secondary Secondary
Total
Unskilled 2 4 - - 6
Semiskilled - 9 10 1 20
Skilled 1 2 3 3 9
Trader - 1 2 - 3
Professional - - - 1 1
Unemployed - - 2 - 2
Total 3 16 17 4 1 41
received a university education. Being unable to obtain entry into a Malaysian 
university, he had pursued his tertiary studies in India.
The most significant trend emerging from the analysis of employment histories, 
however, was the importance of upward promotion within a single firm. This 
pathway proved the most reliable way for an individual to increase income and 
improve working conditions. Most who made the transition from unskilled to 
semi-skilled and/or skilled occupations, were permanent employees who had 
received on the job training within a private firm. After training, they were 
promoted to jobs with greater responsibility, better pay and working conditions. 
Moreover, working for a large multinational firm appeared to provide more 
opportunities for upward mobility than employment with smaller local firms.
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Ganeson for example starting working at a petrol station as a car washer at the 
age of 14. Working 16 hours a day, six days a week, he received M$45 a 
month. Gradually he picked up skills in car repair receiving on the job training 
as a mechanic. He then obtained a better paying job as mechanic with Dunlop - 
a multinational firm. Over a period of 10 years with this firm he received 
extensive training and was promoted three times: first to full time driver for the 
company, then to tyre tester and finally to technician, his present occupation. 
With each promotion his pay and fringe benefits increased significantly. 
Reflecting on his life Ganeson concluded ‘if you work hard you can come up in 
life but not if you depend on government’.
Hari Krishna is perhaps more typical. His first job in Kuala Lumpur was as a 
contract labourer with a Chinese construction firm. By working from 8:00 a.m. 
to 6:00 p.m. he earned M$5.50 a day. After three months he quit this job and 
with the help of a friend got work with a multinational company manufacturing 
a variety of paper products. Initially, he was employed as a day labourer shifting 
boxes in the warehouse. He got on well with his foreman and after six months 
he was promoted to the permanent position of production labourer. Packing 
tissue boxes his income increased to M$130 a month, plus increased pay for 
shift work and overtime. After a year he was promoted to security guard and his 
basic pay increased to M$280 a month. After 11 years in this position his pay is 
now M$450. Combined with the income he derives from working as a part-time 
cleaner, he manages to survive. Even though he essentially remains close to the 
bottom of the urban employment hierarchy his career path has in its own limited 
way provided him with better pay and working conditions.
Female Livelihood Paths
Women in Malaysian society generally have significantly different career paths 
than do men. The minority who decide or are forced to step out of their 
traditional role as housewives and seek employment, are constrained in a 
multitude of ways. Girls tend to receive less formal education than do boys, and 
as adults are often restricted to lower paying fields of labour. Survey data on the 
occupational and educational status of Mariyammaris Indian settlers documented 
the disadvantaged status of the women in this regard.
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Nine of the 13 women studied in-depth came from estate backgrounds. Like the 
men, most had helped their parents in the plantations at a very early age. None 
of these women had been educated beyond primary school and three had 
received no formal education. Those from non-estate backgrounds were also 
poorly educated with the exception of one women who had three years of high 
school education.
Most married as teenagers and subsequently followed their husbands to Kuala 
Lumpur. Apart from two full-time housewives, all worked outside the home to 
supplement their husband’s income. In addition to the often long hours they 
worked outside the home, they performed their duties as housewives. All 
initially worked as unskilled labourers, mostly as cleaners, road sweepers, 
domestics and general workers. On average these women had held four different 
jobs. Their career paths generally evidenced no upward occupational mobility 
with most moving from one unskilled job to another. This is exemplified in the 
case of Rajeswary.
Rajeswary grew up in a very poor estate household in Perak. When 10 years 
old, she began helping her mother tap rubber. After her father died they moved 
to a small kampung where her mother obtained a job in a factory cutting 
tobacco leaves. Rajeswary and a younger sister worked half a day in the factory 
while attending school the other half. The total income of all three was around 
M$8 per day. After five years in the factory she joined an older brother in 
Kuala Lumpur. Her first city job was as a general labourer in a wood chip mill 
at M$6 a day. Retrenched after a few months, her next work was as a cleaner 
in a supermarket. About this time, at the age of 18, Rajeswary got married. 
Over the next 15 years, and in between having and caring for three children, she 
worked in various cleaning jobs until she became the domestic servant for a 
family. In this capacity, she was earning M$230 a month, which combined with 
her husband’s salary of M$350 provided them with just enough money to meet 
their basic needs.
Perceptions of the Squatters
Having gathered data on their economic situation it can be illuminating to 
examine how the squatters perceived their own condition and position within 
their society. The 54 respondents interviewed in-depth were asked whether their
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lives had improved, remained the same or worsened since coming to Kuala 
Lumpur. While vague, this question provides some insight into their attitudes 
and feelings on the direction their lives had taken.
Four-fifths felt that their lives were decidedly better since moving to Kuala 
Lumpur. Their reasons varied but most referred to better incomes and jobs, 
greater independence, having their own houses and greater access to services. 
The following responses were typical:
Since living in KL I have been able to get a better paying job than I 
had in the estate. Here I have my own house, schools for my children 
to attend and better facilities. But I have to work very hard to survive. 
My children are all young and they are a big burden on my income.
My life has improved a lot. I have my own lorry and I’m doing my 
own business. For people that just want to survive - the estate life is 
good. You can eat, work and sleep - but you can’t get much extra work 
or learn new things. If you want to come up in life you must get away 
from the estates. In KL you can learn different skills according to your 
own capabilities. In estate you just have to take what the manager gives 
you - you don’t learn much.
Last time in the estate I had no house and I had to work under 
somebody else. Now I have a house and I am my own boss.
The minority who felt their lives had got worse cited difficulty earning sufficient 
income as being their major problem. All had household incomes below M$600 
and were among the poorest of the settlers. Three were women, two being 
widows with children. The following responses came from some of these 
people:
My life has only got worse. In the estate we could at least grow our 
own vegetables. It was much cheaper to live there. Here you have to 
spend money for everything - electricity, house, food, transport. But we 
don’t have enough money.
As my husband left me it has been very hard for us to survive. At least 
in the estate things were cheaper.
The main problem for us in KL is housing and work. In the estates it 
was no problem, they provided both of these things.
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Ten per cent felt their lives were much the same. With monthly household 
incomes ranging from M$290 to M$1,000, both the city life and the estate 
setting were seen to have advantages and disadvantages.
In-depth interviews also sought the perceptions of the settlers on whether their 
lives would be better 10 years into the future. Three-quarters felt that their lives 
would improve, a fifth felt that their lives were in the hands of God or 
depended on fate, while only four thought that their lives would be worse.
RESUME
The economic status of the Indian settlers in Mariyamman was by no means 
uniform or homogeneous. In terms of their incomes, material possessions and 
occupational status, there were significant differences in their status. For most, 
however, life was a constant struggle to earn enough money to eat and live at a 
minimal level of comfort. Survival in the city required working long hours, 
often in more than one job. Generally, the poorest of the poor were small 
families dependent on a single breadwinner. The higher incomes of better-off 
households were derived from multiple breadwinners or breadwinners holding 
multiple jobs. Getting ahead usually required having more people working in 
low-paid jobs for longer hours.
Multiple incomes provided greater protection from drastic drops in income as a 
result of retrenchment - a constant risk for the lower echelons of the urban 
occupational hierarchy. Larger households offered a greater pool of social, 
physical and economic resources for survival. Not the least of these resources 
was simply having a trusted person close at hand to mind children while parents 
worked. Generally, nuclear families had to go to greater effort to arrange child 
care, frequently having to pay for it. Although extended households had more 
mouths to feed, their per capita incomes were higher and they derived 
economies of scale from their household composition. The economic advantage 
of larger household groupings is significant, and will be addressed further in the 
following chapter given that the resettlement of these kampung residents into 
low-cost flats often meant the breaking up of these large family units.
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The paths to economic improvement open to the settlers were all difficult but 
some provided greater opportunities than others. Working in the private sector 
appeared to provide far greater scope for upward mobility. Obtaining permanent 
employment in a multinational firm in particular, had marked advantages over 
similar employment in a smaller locally-owned company. With their better 
wages, fringe benefits and opportunities for advancement through promotion and 
job training, these firms provided one of the few vehicles for progression 
available to the Indian settlers. Significantly, however, men appeared to have 
experienced upward occupational mobility to a much greater extent than had the 
women. Female career paths generally evidenced no upward occupational 
mobility with most women moving from one unskilled job to another.
Private sector employment, however, was not always secure. Many of the 
settlers had been retrenched or unemployed. Those who were self-employed also 
had to deal with fluctuating incomes and the vagaries of the wider economy. 
Survival and getting ahead ultimately hinged more on the resources and 
struggles of an entire household unit, than on those of any one individual.
Despite their poverty, the Indian settlers were actively dealing with the problems 
of supporting themselves and their families. Although most were bom into 
grinding poverty, poorly-educated and discriminated against in a myriad of 
subtle and occasionally brutal ways, they did not passively accept their lot. 
Rather, they most often demonstrated an admirable determination to better their 
lives by whatever means they had available to them. In most cases they were 
moderately successful.
Most importantly, the Indian settlers believed their life situations had improved 
since coming to the city. This assessment and general optimism assisted their 
transition from estate to city life. It would be needed again to help them through 
another major transition - the demolition of their squatter dwellings, their 
resettlement in low-rise flats and entry into legitimate society.
CHAPTER 7
DEMOLITION AND RESETTLEMENT
In 1985, Mariyammaris residents were informed that their Icampung would be 
demolished. Along with two neighbouring settlements, it was to be bulldozed in 
phases so as to make way for a large housing development. The government 
had finally begun to intervene in the lives of the Indian settlers in ways they 
could not alter through payment of ‘tea money’. Having adjusted to squatter life 
they were now being forced to experience yet another transition - their 
resettlement out of the kampung.
The niche which the Indian settlers had painstakingly established for themselves 
on the edge of the city was being destroyed. Its demise raises a number of 
important questions. Why was this squatter settlement being demolished? How 
did the Indian settlers respond to forced relocation? How were they affected by 
it?
In addressing these questions this chapter is divided into three major sections. 
The first describes the government policy behind the demolition of the 
kampung, its background and implementation. The second examines the response 
of the Indian settlers at the community and household levels. Finally the impact 
of resettlement on the squatters is considered.
1. GOVERNMENT INTERVENTION 
Background
Since the 1970s the adoption of a more humanitarian response towards squatters 
has been emphasized in the literature. Yet, in Malaysia and other Third World 
countries, eradication of squatter settlements still remains a major component of
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government policy.1 This type of ‘alarmist’ response reflects the persistence of 
negative perceptions towards squatters (Johnstone, 1976:154). According to 
Hardoy and Satterthwaite (1989:45), the three most common justifications for 
squatter eviction programmes have been: to improve and beautify cities; to 
reduce health and crime related problems; and to redevelop the sites for 
alternative uses. This last justification is increasingly being used as cities sprawl 
outwards and once-peripheral squatter settlements come to occupy extremely 
valuable land. Rapid urban expansion in Malaysia’s Klang Valley region, for 
example, has prompted the government to step up its efforts to eliminate 
squatter settlements to redevelop the sites for more intensive and profitable uses. 
Many of these settlements, like Kampung Mariyamman, have been engulfed by 
the growth of the Kuala Lumpur conurbation. The fact that these sites are being 
redeveloped highlights the growing pressure on finite land resources.
The Malaysian government has never considered squatter settlements as a 
desirable urban component (see Chapter 3). The Kuala Lumpur Structure Plan 
(1984 - 2000) states that ‘because of their unplanned, insanitary and congested 
conditions’ they are ‘inappropriate’ in the city (City Hall, 1984:115). The long­
term objective of the government, therefore, is aimed at creating ‘a Kuala 
Lumpur without squatters’. While some settlements have been upgraded and 
improved, the demolition of many others has continued. Between 1975 and 
1984, a total of 7195 squatter households in Kuala Lumpur were evicted by City 
Hall (Ramanujam, 1986:90). Achieving the planned goal of removing all of 
them from the Federal Territory by the year 2000 would necessitate massive 
resettlement during the 1990s.
Considering squatter houses as only ‘temporary’ or ‘semi-permanent’ dwelling 
units (City Hall, 1984:36), the urban authorities have embarked on a programme 
of resettling squatters into ‘proper’ housing.2 However, the supply of affordable
1 In Kuala Lumpur, as well as in other Third World cities throughout Latin 
America, Africa, the Middle East and Asia, large scale evictions of squatters 
were implemented in the 1980s (see Hardoy and Satterthwaite, 1989:41-51). 
This occurred despite the recognition that squatter clearance schemes previously 
implemented have frequently created more problems than they have solved (see 
for example Turner, 1972; Hollnsteiner, 1977; Laquian, 1981; Gilbert and 
Gugler, 1981; Drakakis-Smith, 1981; Jellinek, 1987; Choguill, 1987).
2 Temporary and semi-permanent houses are defined as those which have 
walls made out of timber or a combination of timber and brick. This is a rather
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housing at prices which the squatters - and indeed the vast majority of the 
population - can afford, is grossly insufficient to meet demand. According to 
Teoh Chew Chee (1986:10), 70 per cent of households in Malaysia can only 
afford houses costing less than M$25,000. Yet, in the period 1980 to 1985, 37 
per cent of those built by the private or public sectors were in this price range. 
Between 1986 and 1988 the situation had improved somewhat, with half of all 
house units completed being low-cost (Government of Malaysia, 1989:282).
The squatter and housing problems of the Federal Territory are related. Demand 
for low-cost housing has outstripped supply. Just over one-third of the Indian 
households surveyed, for example, had previously applied unsuccessfully to 
purchase low-cost housing. They and many others therefore opted to live, or 
continue living, in the only place they could afford - a squatter settlement.
In the past the private sector has catered principally to the more lucrative 
housing needs of the middle and upper income groups (see Salih, 1977:10-22). 
Responsibility for providing low-income housing has generally fallen to the 
government. Its efforts, however, have not been very successful. Between 1980 
and 1988, low-cost housing completions fell short by 60 per cent of the set 
target (Government of Malaysia, 1989:282; Teoh Chew Chee, 1986). To remedy 
the situation, the Fourth and Fifth Malaysian Development Plans assigned the 
private sector a greater role in housing construction. In 1985, a national ‘Special 
Low-Cost Housing Programme’ was announced. Its aim was to encourage the 
private sector to construct 80,000 units of low-cost housing annually between 
1986-1988.* 3 In the Federal Territory some of these low-cost units were to be 
built on squatter settlement sites.
The acute shortage of low-cost housing in the capital, combined with attempts to 
rid the city of squatters, led to the formulation of a new approach. As outlined 
in the Kuala Lumpur Structure Plan (City Hall, 1984:118), it was felt that:
dubious and arbitrary categorization, given that these squatter dwellings have
successfully met the needs of thousands of families in the city.
3 Despite a range of government incentives provided to facilitate private 
sector involvement, only 7 per cent of the targeted 240,000 houses were built 
(Government of Malaysia, 1989: 282).
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...in the final analysis, the provision of housing to squatter households, 
would entail the gradual development of squatter areas for housing.
Only through this process could sufficient housing be made available to 
solve the housing problems of the squatters.
In accordance with this policy, Kampung Mariyamman and a number of other 
squatter settlements are being privately redeveloped into housing estates under 
the Privatization Squatter Redevelopment Scheme of the Federal Territory.
The Policy
Since 1985 the Malaysian Government has encouraged privatization to reduce 
the financial and administrative burden of the public sector (Government of 
Malaysia, 1989:121). The Privatization Squatter Redevelopment Scheme (PSRS), 
developed by the Ministry of Federal Territory and City Hall in the early 1980s, 
is a manifestation of this policy. Its main objectives are to overcome the city’s 
squatting problem and upgrade living standards (City Hall, n.d.). In essence, as 
outlined by Chiam Soon Hock and Raja Osman (1985:23), implementation of 
this scheme involves the following steps:
i) Squatter settlements located on State land suitable for 
redevelopment are identified;
ii) Private sector housing developers are selected and invited to 
participate in the squatter resettlement/ redevelopment projects;
iii) The developer in consultation with City Hall prepares a 
comprehensive plan for the redevelopment of the squatter settlement 
into a housing estate. The estate must contain a mixture of low, 
medium and high cost dwellings;
iv) Following approval of the development plan, the land is alienated to 
the private developer;
v) The developer implementing the project bears the responsibility for 
resettling affected squatters and redeveloping the area. All displaced 
squatter households must be given the opportunity to purchase one of 
the low-cost units.
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In the past, evicted squatters were often relocated to distant areas (see 
Ramanujam, 1986). Most were placed indefinitely as tenants in temporary 
longhouse accommodation or public low-cost housing. This scheme differs from 
these previous approaches because it aims, eventually, to resettle squatters in 
their own low-cost housing back on their original squatter sites.
To facilitate implementation and reduce costs to developers, the planning 
authority has relaxed standards and shortened processing time for development 
applications. The land is also being sold to the developers below market cost. 
These incentives are intended to help the profitability of the projects given 
additional costs associated with resettling squatters and making physically 
marginal sites suitable for housing. The low-cost units built to rehouse the 
squatters are not to exceed M$25,000 in price. The losses incurred by the 
developer in producing these units are to be made up by the profits from the 
sale of the more expensive medium and higher priced housing units.
According to government all parties stand to benefit from this scheme. The 
squatters acquire low-cost housing and a healthier living environment, the 
developer makes a profit, and the government solves both the squatter and 
housing shortage ‘problems’ with minimal expenditure. It is still too early to 
assess the validity of this view. The implementation of the PSRS began in 1984 
with five squatter settlements being earmarked for redevelopment. These 
settlements covered a total area of 270 hectares and contained 7180 squatter 
households, or approximately 35,000 people. By 1987, only two of the five 
redevelopment projects were successfully under way - one being at Kampung 
Mariyamman. The others had made little or no progress, due to financial and 
administrative problems. The scheme, developed during the boom times of the 
early 1980s, was seriously affected by the recession which hit the Malaysian 
economy in the mid-1980s. Like many housing developers, those involved in the 
PSRS were unprepared for the economic downturn.4 In April 1987, the Ministry 
of Federal Territory was disbanded and responsibility for the squatter
4 At the time of the study, the Malaysian countryside seemed riddled with 
the remains of half completed and empty housing developments. By September 
1987 there were at least 172 abandoned housing projects - involving 29,896 
units worth M$ 1.7 billion - located throughout the country. Financial 
mismanagement was cited by government as the main reason behind their failure 
(New Sunday Times. 10 April 1988).
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resettlement projects was passed first to the Prime Minister’s Department and 
then a year later to City Hall. The administrative problems arising through these 
changes caused further costly delays in the progress of projects.
Implementation of the Policy
In early 1985, plans were drawn up to demolish Kampung Mariyamman. The 
private developer selected for the job, working in close consultation with the 
Ministry of Federal Territory and City Hall, was to redevelop the area into a 
new self-contained township. Unlike other developments this would be an 
‘integrated’ project providing housing, recreational facilities, a large commercial 
market complex, new roads, shops and kindergartens (see Table 7.1). Covering 
an area of 60 hectares, the redevelopment would eventually involve the eviction 
and resettlement of approximately 2,500 Indian, Malay and Chinese squatter 
households from three squatter settlements. Commencing in 1986, the project 
was to be divided into four phases and implemented over eight to ten years. 
Each phase would necessitate the demolition of a section of squatter settlement, 
the resettlement of affected squatters and the construction of five-storey housing 
blocks on the cleared site. Squatters would be temporarily resettled in longhouse 
accommodation provided by the developer. Subsequently, they would be given 
the option of purchasing one of the low-cost flats.
In 1985, government officials, working with the private developer and squatter 
leaders, conducted a comprehensive survey of all households in the project area 
to register the bonafide residents. The Ministry of Federal Territory subsequently 
informed all registered households of their involvement in the project. A letter 
followed from the developer offering each of them a low-cost flat for 
M$25,000.
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Table 7.1
The Redevelopment Project Affecting Kampung Marivamman
Component Total no. 
of units
Percentage of 
site area (a)
A. RESIDENTIAL
Low-cost 5 storey apts. 1846
Low/Medium cost 5 storey apts. 1172
Condominium 5 storey apts. 1020
Two storey terrace houses 102
Sub total 4140 52.3
B. COMMERCIAL
Shops/three storey offices 65
Shops (ground floor housing blocks) 12
Shopping complex 1
Market/hawker stall complex 1
Petrol station 1
Sub total 192 4.7
C. INDUSTRIAL
Factories (terrace - three storey) 106
Larger factory complex 1
Sub total 107 5.0
D. PUBLIC FACILITIES
Mosque 1
Small Mosque 3
Religious reserve 1
Kindergarten (ground storey 10
housing block)
Club house in condominium area 4
Sub total 19 6.3
E. OTHER RESERVES
Open area - 5.3
Roads/parking/drains - 19.2
Electricity - 6.6
Other - 0.6
Sub total - 31.7
Total 100.0
Note: (a) Total site area being 60 hectares. 
Source: City Hall (1987)
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To facilitate the implementation of the project a Resettlement Coordination 
Committee (RCC) was created comprising representatives from government, the 
private developer and the three affected squatter settlements. The committee’s 
role was to serve as a consultative body between the parties involved. Eighteen 
squatters were chosen by the Ministry of Federal Territory to sit on this 
committee. Those selected comprised Malay, Indian and Chinese community 
representatives all of whom were affiliated with parties within the ruling 
government coalition (via local UMNO, MIC, and MCA branches). Their 
appointment highlighted the manner in which higher level political forces were 
influencing and controlling the project at the grassroots level. All official 
consultation between squatters, government and the developer took place through 
this committee and in a few public meetings.
Three public meetings were held to explain the project to the squatters. Those 
residents unable to attend had to rely on neighbours, relatives and friends to 
inform (and frequently misinform) them of proceedings. Unaccustomed to 
confronting officials, many of the Indian squatters were too shy or hesitant to 
voice their concerns or lack of understanding at these meetings. As one man 
explained, ‘these meetings were really only held to tell us things and not to 
consult with us or get our views.’ A few of the more outspoken squatters did 
express their concerns at these gatherings and were supported by an opposition 
DAP politician attending the meetings.5 This politician advised the squatters to 
seek compensation and not to sign anything or move before they had received 
written details of the project from the government. While many agreed with 
him, few followed his advice. Remaining silent throughout the resettlement, 
most felt that they ‘had no choice’ but to do as told.
Generally, the Indian settlers felt that the only acceptable way to negotiate with 
the government and developer was through their MIC leaders. From the outset, 
Indian leaders urged the community to cooperate with the developer. The Ketua 
Kampung is reported to have said that if they refused to move, the government 
would demolish their houses with everything inside it. Simultaneously, he also 
worked with the Malay and Chinese squatter leaders to gain the best possible 
deal for all those forced to relocate.
5 The Parliamentary Representative of the squatter’s electorate.
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Initially, the squatter leaders argued for each displaced household to be given 
M$10,000 in compensation. The developer explained that the low-cost flats were 
already subsidized by that amount and the request was rejected. Then they 
presented the following 14 requests to the developer and Ministry (responses in 
brackets):
1) That all families resettled should receive M$3,000 in compensation. 
(Denied)
2) That transport should be provided free of charge for those resettling 
into temporary longhouse accommodation. (Agreed)
3) No rent should have to be paid while staying in the longhouses. 
(Agreed - but a M$30 monthly maintenance charge must be paid to 
City Hall.)
4) That those shifting should be able to receive a 100 per cent loan to 
enable them to purchase their low-cost flat for M$25,000. (Initially 
agreed but subsequently did not eventuate.)
5) That those who were the first to move out of the kampung and into 
the longhouses should also be the first to move into the new flats. 
(Agreed)
6) That those in the longhouses should be able to extend their units if 
they are too small. (Denied)
7) That those who have moved to the longhouses will get the 
opportunity to purchase one of the low-cost flats being built. (Agreed)
8) That the price of the low-cost flats will be no more than M$25,000 
for all the squatters. (Agreed)
9) That the Government/ developer should provide free bus service for 
school children in temporary longhouse settlement. (Denied)
10) That there should be no racial quota determining who can buy the 
low-cost flats. (Considered irrelevant*)
11) That those with more than seven children be given at least two 
longhouse units. (Denied but agreed for families of eleven or more.)
12) That the Government authorities involved in the project and the 
private developer should implement the redevelopment as quickly as 
possible (i.e. use ‘shortcuts’ to speed things up). (Agreed)
6 Since low cost houses were to be allocated to displaced squatters 
irrespective of race.
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13) That those who do not want to stay in the longhouses but want to 
rent elsewhere should be given financial assistance. (Agreed - with a 
partial subsidy of M$2,000/household.)
14) That certain basic needs should be provided to the longhouse 
settlement including: mobile health clinic service; postal service; small 
Mosque; and telephones. (Agreed)
Having sorted out the basic terms of resettlement with community leaders, the 
developer then attempted to implement the project. Initially, it was planned that 
a section of Malay squatter settlement would be demolished first. The Malays 
living in this area however resisted relocation. Their leaders visited key 
government officials and politicians voicing strong objections to relocation. 
Subsequently, it was decided that they would be resettled during the second and 
third phases of the project. After extensive talks between the developer and the 
leaders of the other ethnic communities, it was agreed that demolition would 
begin in a largely Indian and Chinese section of Kampung Mariyamman. This 
change in implementation further illustrates the greater bargaining power held by 
the Malay community and their UMNO squatter leaders (see also Chapter Five).
In March 1986 final eviction notices were sent to Indian households residing in 
the first area scheduled for demolition. The squatters were told they had 14 days 
to vacate the site. Only a few households refused to move. The majority 
complied with the eviction order. Notice was also given to around 50 squatter 
industries. Arguing that they had no place to go, half of the owners of these 
enterprises refused to move. It took many months for the developer to get all 
squatter industries off the site, and then only with the help of City Hall.
There were two options open to squatters being displaced. They could accept 
M$2,000 compensation and temporarily resettle themselves, or resettle in the 
free longhouse accommodation being provided by the developer. Practically all 
of the displaced Indian squatters opted to stay in the longhouses. In April 1986 
the first group shifted from Kampung Mariyamman to the longhouses, located 
nine kilometres away.
Before moving most Indian households dismantled their houses, selling or giving 
away whatever materials they could (see Plates 25, 26 and 27). The few 
households that had accepted the M$2,000 subsidy reportedly used the old
Plates 25, 26 and 27: Squatters dismantling their houses.
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materials to rebuild their house elsewhere. At least two of these households 
went to other squatter settlements in the local vicinity.
Those who moved into longhouse accommodation would have to stay there for 
at least two years before being able to move into one of the low-cost flats built 
on the redeveloped squatter site. But only those with sufficient finance to 
purchase a flat could make this final move. In April 1988, the first group from 
the longhouses shifted into their own low-cost units. The following month 
another portion of Mariyamman was demolished with the evicted residents 
shifting into the recently vacated longhouses. This cyclic process of eviction, 
demolition and resettlement, first into the longhouses and then into the flats, was 
to take place in each new phase of the project (see Plates 28 and 29).
2. RESPONSE OF THE SQUATTERS TO RESETTLEMENT
Attitudes Towards Relocation
The advantages of owning a ‘legitimate’ dwelling with electricity, running water 
and other amenities did not overcome opposition to the resettlement project. 
Most of the Indian settlers were extremely fearful of having to uproot their 
lives. As shown in Table 7.2, four-fifths of those surveyed in the kampung and 
two-thirds of those in the longhouses, opposed being resettled out of the squatter 
settlement. The slightly higher number of longhouse residents with favourable 
views may reflect an attitude of acceptance given that their squatter houses were 
already destroyed. With the bridge to their past squatter life burnt, some may 
have been more inclined to adopt a positive attitude to relocation.
Most of the Indian survey respondents dreaded the prospect of living above 
ground-level in a five-story housing complex (Table 7.2). They would not be 
able to have a garden or keep animals - two elements which were integral to 
their existence in the squatter settlement. Some were concerned that their 
children might fall out of windows or down stairways. Unlike in the kampung, 
the flats were not conducive to children’s play and there was no space for large 
social gatherings. Others feared they would not be able to obtain finance to buy 
their own flat or, if they could get a loan, that they would not be able to 
maintain their repayments. Some worried that the temporary relocation to the
äj£ ,* ■<
£ß ;«!*
i  ? ■*» ife;
Plates 28 and 29: Demolition
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Table 7.2
Attitudes Towards Resettlement
Main Views on Resettlement K am pung
(n=100)
Longhouse
(n=100)
A gainst resettlem ent 80 67
Does not want to live off 
the ground in five storey 
walk-up flats which are too 
small/ inconvenient
54 46
It will be much more expensive 
to live in flats/ cannot afford
17 15
Will not be able to operate 
home-based business in flat
6 6
Comfortable in kam pung 3 -
In favour o f resettlem ent 20 33
Poor facilities and living 
conditions in kam pung
10 15
Wants to be legal home-owner 
instead of insecure squatter
8 12
Fed up with flood problem in 
kam pung
2 6
Total 100 100
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longhouses would impose additional costs in getting to work or to school. Those 
who operated shops and other home-based enterprises worried about the 
disruption resettlement would cause to their livelihoods. Moreover, they feared 
they would not be allowed to work from the temporary longhouse 
accommodation and subsequently from the flats. Indeed, under the terms of the 
Sales and Purchase Agreement, the flats could be used only for residential 
purposes.
Opposition to relocation also reflected the many perceived advantages of living 
in the squatter settlement. In Mariyamman most of the Indian settlers had lived 
in their own house without having to pay rent. They had the flexibility to 
improve their homes when finances permitted and live according to their means. 
The kampung had also provided them with an extensive network of support in 
daily living and times of crisis (see Chapter 5).
Lack of Organized Community Resistance
General opposition to relocation was not translated into collective resistance. 
Only a handful of Indian households refused to vacate their house until actually 
faced with the threat of bulldozers. Most passively followed the directives of the 
government and their MIC leaders. A number of factors may account for this 
lack of organized resistance, some of which relate to the general nature of 
Malaysian society while others are specific to the Indian community.
The lack of unity between ethnic groups in Kampung Mariyamman (see Chapter 
5), did not encourage collective action against the project. Instead, ethnic 
identity strongly polarized the squatters. While the squatters did share some 
collective self-consciousness, particularly when their homes were being 
demolished, this was insufficient for collective action. As instanced by Chan’s 
(1983:494) study of urban squatting in Kuala Lumpur:
The emergence of a class of urban squatters cross-cutting ethnic 
identities is yet to be forthcoming. It is clear that among the urban 
squatters of the three ethnic communities there has not developed any 
sense of class solidarity nor consciousness of class antagonism...
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By co-opting Indian, Chinese and Malay squatter leaders at the beginning, those 
implementing the redevelopment project controlled the main political mechanism 
available to the squatter residents. The only effective channel for voicing their 
opposition to the project was therefore eliminated at the onset. Given their 
Bumiputra status, the Malay leaders had greater political leverage than their 
Indian and Chinese counterparts. This was reflected in the ability of the Malays 
to resist being the first to be relocated and later in their ability to obtain 
ethnically separate blocks of units in the longhouses and flats. Most of the 
Indian squatters held the view that the only channel open to them for dealing 
with the private developer and government was through the MIC. The 
unwillingness of their leaders to pursue majority grievances was also an 
important factor behind the lack of organized resistance.
During the survey period ethnic and political tensions within Malaysia were 
extremely high. Many people, particularly non-Malays, felt alienated from the 
Mahathir Administration. The economic recession in the mid-1980s fuelled this 
growing popular disaffection:
Together with rising unemployment and declining public expenditure, 
especially for social services and subsidies, there was now more public 
awareness of the phenomenon of ‘money politics’ (the increasing 
political access to wealth acquisition) and of various major scandals and 
corporate failures, as well as of growing curbs on civil liberties and 
democratic rights (such as the amendments to the Official Secrets Act 
in late 1986) (Jomo, 1988:55).
In October 1987, over 100 social, religious and political leaders were arrested 
and jailed under the Internal Security Act. The general repressive atmosphere 
leading up to and following this event may have been an important factor in 
dissuading many squatter residents from actively voicing their opposition to 
resettlement. Also, the communal riots of 1969 are still remembered and many 
Indians and Chinese still fear renewed Malay violence.7 This atmosphere of fear 
permeates much interaction between the Malay and non-Malay communities and 
is inimical to active cooperation between them.
7 In September 1987, a lone Malay gunman began shooting people at 
random on the streets of Kuala Lumpur. Rumours quickly spread within the 
Chinese and Indian communities that only non-Malays were being killed. In 
Penang and elsewhere people stopped going to work and shops were stripped of 
food and other goods as Chinese and Indians prepared themselves for what they 
feared was another round of ethnic violence.
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The fragmented nature of the Indian community in Kampung Mariyamman 
further reduced potential for organized resistance. Instead of uniting the 
community, the redevelopment project accentuated existing differences and 
created new tensions. In part this reflected the differential impact it was having 
on the settlers. Those who had invested considerable money and sweat equity 
into their kampung dwelling generally opposed resettlement. In contrast most 
tenants were in favour, having little to lose from the move. Those who operated 
home-based enterprises were much more adversely affected than those who 
earned their income outside the settlement. Indeed, those who could afford to 
purchase their own low-cost flat were, of course, more in favour of relocation 
than those who could not.
Working the System
Studies of squatter communities elsewhere undergoing forced eviction have often 
highlighted the lack of organized resistance and the general inability of squatters 
to prevent eviction. For example, Valladores (1978), argues that those focusing 
on resettlement in Rio de Janeiro have portrayed squatters as powerless victims 
manipulated by the urban authorities. Contrary to this evidence, however, she 
found that while resettlement:
...was compulsory and had drastic economic and social consequences for 
the families involved, many of the favelados managed to avoid it or 
find ways of surviving. They did not simply become passive victims of 
the political and economic manoeuvre forced upon them. Instead, they 
learned how to manipulate the rules of resettlement (allocation of 
dwellings, criteria of eligibility, etc.) and how to circumvent the housing 
finance system to which they were bound by long-term mortgages 
(Valladores, 1978:13).
In a similar vein the lack of organized resistance by the Indian settlers in 
Kampung Mariyamman did not mean they were powerless to act in their own 
interests. Rather than just accepting eviction and forced relocation, many found 
ways of manipulating and working the resettlement programme to their own 
advantage.
A critical aspect of the resettlement process was the official survey which 
determined the number of squatter households residing in the settlement before
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the project’s commencement. Its implementation required the cooperation of 
ethnic leaders who played a crucial role in identifying legitimate residents. In 
the Indian settlement, the leaders allegedly added their own friends and relatives 
to the list and, if paid, included people who had not previously resided in the 
settlement.8
Since the developer was committed to resettle and offer a low-cost unit to each 
household, it was to the advantage of the squatters to maximize the number of 
households covered by this plan. The developer, on the other hand, desired to 
minimize the number of subsidized flats which had to be built. When word of 
the project spread, many squatters called their relatives to the settlement so they 
too would be able to buy a low-cost unit. Enormous tensions developed within 
the community when a few people who had lived in the kampung for years 
were excluded from the survey list to make room for those who had either 
bought the privilege or were assisted by relatives. There were at least seven 
cases of people protesting to government officials that they had been left off the 
list. Their claims of being legitimate squatter residents were investigated.
Many squatters stated during the government survey that their single extended 
families were two or three separate households residing in the one dwelling, so 
that they could purchase several subsidized units. In an attempt to curtail this 
practice, the government instituted house-to-house checks. If households were 
not physically isolated (by walls) from one another with separate cooking 
facilities they were considered to be one household. Consequently, some families 
partitioned their houses and created separate entrances to make it appear more 
as though two households lived in the dwelling (see Plate 30).9 One family of 
10 which had modified their dwelling explained:
It looks like two different households live in this house at the front. At 
the back it’s just one household, we all live together. Rajoo told us to 
make the house look like two households and buy two gas cookers if 
we wanted the chance to get two flats. So we did.
8 Numerous households interviewed confirmed this allegation. Many also 
expressed their surprise at all the new faces which appeared in the squatter 
settlement when households were being registered for resettlement.
9 It was impossible to accurately determine how many households employed 
this strategy to obtain access to additional low-cost housing units. Nine of the 
households surveyed admitted they had done so.
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Another woman, on hearing that government officials had begun surveying in 
the kampung, quickly called her niece’s family to join her so that they would 
also have the chance to buy their own flat.
The squatter survey also collected information on household income levels. This 
was to ensure that those planning to purchase a low-cost unit could afford to do 
so. Many with low or erratic monthly incomes inflated their earnings to avoid 
missing out on the chance of purchasing their own dwelling.10 Some of those 
who gave false information intended to sell their rights to a low-cost flat 
illegally to others. In a similar vein many of the Indian settlers had to lie about 
their income or falsify documents in order to obtain finance from a bank so they 
could purchase their flats. These included those who were self-employed and did 
not have the necessary tax certificates or pay records to back up their income 
claims. As one of the squatters explained:
The banks really look into your capacity to pay back the loan. If you 
don’t have a certain income level you can’t get one. Some of the 
kampung people are very old - their applications have been rejected. I 
had to take over my mother’s loan application - but even then I had to 
lie and boost up my own income so the bank would give me the loan.
Those fortunate enough to have EPF savings were able to obtain up to 
M$10,000 towards the price of their flats.* 11 These funds presented another 
opportunity to manipulate the system. While the EPF funds were only released 
for purchasing the flats, some used the money for other purposes. Subsequently 
they had major problems in meeting their loan repayments. Moreover, some of 
those who misspent their EPF never intended to purchase the flat and had 
already sold their allocation to another party. As a result of this misuse, EPF 
funds began to be paid directly to the private developer, by-passing the squatters 
altogether.
This study revealed the existence of a black market in low-cost housing units 
being offered to squatters. One-quarter of the Indian households surveyed did
10 At least 28 of the survey respondents stated they had done this.
11 Those without EPF funds were severely disadvantaged in their ability to 
purchase a flat. One-fifth of the Indian household heads surveyed had no EPF 
entitlement.
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not actually intend to purchase the low-cost units. Legally, the squatters could 
transfer the rights to their flat only to a blood relative. Indeed, quite a few 
elderly squatters transferred their entitlement to a daughter or son. Others, 
however, illegally transferred their flat allocations. According to one informant, 
members of ‘syndicates’ visited the longhouse residents seeking individuals 
willing to transfer or sell their flats for the payment of M$ 10,000.12 These illegal 
transfers provided many of the poorer households with the flexibility they 
needed to avoid getting trapped into purchasing a dwelling they would not be 
able to afford. It also allowed them to make a small profit from the sale to 
compensate and assist them in resettling elsewhere.
Some of the settlers were able to manipulate the system more to their advantage 
than others. Of course MIC leaders and Resident Committee members were in a 
far better position to ensure they and their relatives were allocated temporary 
accommodation and low-cost flats. In the temporary longhouse settlement, 
accommodation was supposedly to be given out on a ballot basis. Reportedly, 
some households circumvented this process. End longhouse units were 
considered superior because they offered more privacy and allowed greater 
opportunities for illegal expansion.13 The survey revealed that all but a few of 
the Indian MIC leaders, including Residents’ Committee members, occupied end 
units. Similarly, most squatters did not want to live on the upper levels of the 
five-storey walk up flats they were buying. While the elderly or disabled were 
given ground floor accommodation, the remaining flats were allocated by 
lottery. Despite the allegedly ‘random’ allocation, specific floor levels could 
reportedly be changed at a price. Again some of the squatters interviewed 
alleged that MIC leaders made sure they obtained ground-level flats. One 
resident observed:
Most people think they can get help from MIC - but how many have 
been helped and how much did they have to pay? Is there any MIC 
leader on the third or fourth floor?
12 Middlemen frequently arranged these transfers for fees of up to 50 per 
cent of the payment.
13 While the residents were prohibited from extending their longhouse units, 
at least one-third of those surveyed had done so to create a larger living space.
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It was impossible to confirm such allegations. However, the Indian squatter 
leader, and at least two other prominent MIC members, did eventually move 
into ground-level flats. According to them they obtained these units in a ballot.
By lying, misleading officials, selling their flats on the black market and calling 
their relatives and friends to the kampung so they too could get access to low- 
cost accommodation, the squatters were able to work the resettlement process to 
their advantage.
3. THE IMPACT OF RESETTLEMENT
The Longhouse Experience
The transition from squatter settlement to low-cost flats was interrupted by a 
two-year stay in temporary accommodation. Located nine kilometres from the 
original kampung site, the longhouse settlement comprised 60 double-storey 
barrack type blocks of buildings (see Plates 31 and 32). Each block was divided 
into 10 dwelling units. Designed only for temporary residence, the longhouses 
were crowded and facilities were poor. The two room units, with an overall 
dimension of 22 feet by 16 feet, were too small for housing large families of up 
to 11 members.14 The first room, at ground level, served as kitchen, living room 
and dining area. A small closed off section functioned as toilet and bathroom. 
The upstairs room was for sleeping. While officially residents could not modify 
their units, most illegally extended the rear with corrugated iron creating a small 
kitchen or laundry area (see Plate 34).
Other facilities provided in the longhouse settlement included a meeting hall, 
three public telephones (generally inoperative) and a small Mosque. No 
provision was made for the religious needs of the majority Indian and Chinese 
settlers. The settlement had street lighting but extremely narrow dirt roads, 
which proved very hazardous for vehicles and pedestrians.
14 Only households with twelve or more members were allocated two units.
Plates 31 and 32: The longhouse settlement.
Plate 33: A shop in the longhouse settlement.
Plate 34: hnd view of a longhouse - note the illegal extension.
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The temporary accommodation presented intermediate conditions between the 
semi-rural squatter setting and the urban five-storey housing. As in the kampung, 
the longhouses provided an essentially ground-level existence. The extreme 
closeness of the units forced the residents to make adjustments which would 
later prove useful when they moved into the flats. Those who had previously 
lived in relatively spacious kampung dwellings became accustomed to life in a 
much smaller space without gardens and domestic animals. In many ways the 
two-year longhouse experience served as an important readjustment period for 
the squatters.
While their squatter settlement had been ethnically segregated, the low-cost flats 
were being randomly allocated, completely mixing the Indian and Chinese 
residents. More intermediate mixing of the races in the longhouse community 
helped prepare them for this dramatic change. Each longhouse block was 
alternately designated for either Indian or Chinese residents. Thus 10 Indian 
households lived in one block. Blocks containing Indian households often faced 
directly onto blocks occupied by Chinese families. Thus, there was much more 
interaction between these groups. While the Malays were allocated a separate 
area around the Surau (small Mosque), the crowded nature of longhouse 
existence also forced them to interact with the other groups at a much greater 
level than had occurred in the kampung.
Longhouse accommodation presented a whole new set of problems for the 
squatters (see Figure 7.1). The major problem perceived was the lack of 
adequate living space. Crowding forced the residents to deal with a wide variety 
of issues including: the loss of privacy, increased noise levels, finding secure 
parking space for their vehicles and a safe place for children to play. A number 
of residents emphasized that many more misunderstandings developed between 
them after they had moved into the longhouses. Aside from quarrels in the street 
between neighbours, strangers and members of different political factions, an 
Indian teenager had been murdered in the longhouse settlement in 1987.
The cost of living in the longhouses was for most higher than in the kampung. 
Being located away from their original squatter site many had to travel greater 
distances and change buses during their journey to work. Children who had 
previously walked to school had to take a bus, with the family bearing the
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Figure 7.1: Main Problems Associated with Living in Longhouse Settlement 
Identified by Indian Survey Respondents.
additional cost. One woman, with four school age children, paid an additional 
M$64 a month in bus fares. All longhouse residents had to pay M$30 a month 
for rubbish collection - a payment which they did not have to make in the 
kampung. Many of the poorer households complained of the difficulties of 
meeting these extra costs. They were only minor, however, compared to the 
costs facing the settlers if they opted to purchase their own low-cost dwelling.
According to the developer all but a ‘handful’ of evicted households opted to 
buy a flat. There is evidence, however, to the contrary. At least seven of the 
households surveyed told of up to 30 tenant households being evicted at the 
inception of the project by landlords who wanted to get access to low-cost flats 
themselves. Thus, the very poorest may well have been excluded from the 
outset. Attempts to obtain information on such households and their whereabouts 
proved fruitless in all but a few cases.
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Most squatters needed large bank loans to raise the M$25,000 for the flat. Since 
the banks usually required that loan repayments not exceed one-third of an 
applicant’s income, M$650 was generally considered as the minimum monthly 
income needed to qualify. Half of the Indian longhouse residents surveyed 
indicated that they had major problems qualifying for a bank loan. Low or 
fluctuating incomes, or being considered too old to pay off the loan, were the 
most common causes of their problems.
The survey of Indian longhouse residents revealed that a significant portion 
would probably develop major financial difficulties in making their loan 
repayments. Most had sought funds through the EPF, bank loans, or in the case 
of a very small minority, government loans. After one year, 21 of the 100 
longhouse respondents surveyed had still not been able to arrange finance for 
their flat.15
Over four-fifths of the households able to arrange finance, took out loans for 
over 60 per cent of the total cost of their flat (see Table 7.3). As almost half 
required loans of more than 80 per cent of the cost, repayment is a major issue. 
When questioned on the difficulty of making loan repayments half of the 
longhouse residents surveyed felt they faced problems. As shown in Table 7.4, 
34 per cent of the Indian households were paying more than one-third of their 
total income in loan repayments.16 Of these, 89 per cent had incomes of M$600 
or below. Therefore, unless they are able to use as yet untapped sources of 
income, this group (comprising approximately one-third of the longhouse 
households surveyed) will probably be unable to maintain their loan payments.
Only a limited number of options were open to the poorest of the Indian 
settlers, who having lost their squatter dwelling could not afford to purchase a 
low-cost flat: they could continue to avail themselves of the free longhouse 
accommodation for as long as possible; they could sell their flat allocation on
15 The successful ones had signed a Sales and Purchase Agreement, paid a 
M$ 2,500 deposit to the developer and were making bank payments as various 
stages of the housing development were completed.
16 The general criteria for determining loan affordability in Malaysia is that 
household income be no less than three times the repayment sum (Sen, 1986:18).
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Table 7.3
Size of Loan Taken bv Indian Longhouse Households Surveyed
Loan (M$)
No.
Households
Per cent
0 - 4,999 - -
5,000 - 9,999 3 4
10,000 - 14,999 8 10
15,000 - 19,999 35 44
20,000 - 25,000 33 42
Total 79 100
Table 7.4
Proportion of Household Income of Indian Longhouse Residents 
Surveyed Being Spent on Monthly Loan Repayments
Proportion of Households
Monthly Income No. Per cent
0 - 33 % 52 66
34 - 66 % 23 29
67 - 100 % 4 5
Total 79 100
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the black market; they could go through the process of purchasing a flat they 
could not afford; or they could inform officials of their situation so that ‘some 
time in the future’ they could be allocated public rental accommodation. There 
are two factors which reduce the possibility that these poorer households will 
successfully make the transition to the formal housing sector. When surveyed 
many did not have sufficient discretionary income to cope with the additional 
burden of loan repayments. Secondly, the break up of many extended 
households through relocation has deprived them of the utilization of multiple 
wage earners (see Chapter 5).
Another group particularly disadvantaged by relocation were the owners of, and 
employees in, home-based enterprises and industries located in the squatter 
settlement. They not only lost their homes but also their livelihoods. Twenty- 
four shop units were provided in the temporary settlement for those who had 
operated shops. These units, half again as large as the residential units, served 
as both shop and family home. Many shopkeepers could not fit all their stock in 
the limited space provided. Moreover, the location of many stores in close 
proximity within the confines of the longhouse settlement reduced their 
profitability significantly. These store operators experienced a severe drop in 
income following relocation. One, who reported a fall in income from M$1500 
to M$500 per month, stated: T have lost a lot of regular customers. But the 
biggest problem is that I have many people who owe me money from having 
bought their goods on credit’. (He was owed M$ 10,000.)
Transition to the Flats
The first group to move from the temporary longhouse accommodation into the 
low-cost flats found themselves living in a partially completed housing 
development. Aside from the five-storey blocks of units most other components 
of the redevelopment had still not been built. There were no shops, market 
complexes, factory buildings, or public meeting halls (see Plates 35 and 36).
The low-cost flats themselves were at least three times larger in area than the 
longhouse units. They were also larger and of a higher quality than most other 
low-cost housing built in the city, containing three instead of the normal two
Plates 35 and 36: The low-cost flats in the housing project.
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bedrooms and separate living, kitchen, bathroom and toilet areas. In addition, 
they offered more privacy, as each of the five-storey blocks was arranged so 
that only four flats on each level shared any one staircase.
Only tentative observations can be made about life in the five-storey flats given 
that the first group to be resettled had only lived in them for two months when 
fieldwork ended.17 The changes associated with relocation into them reflect the 
transition from a low-density quasi-rural kampung to a high density urban 
setting. With the exception of the greater space afforded by the flats, many of 
the problems encountered after the move into the longhouse reappeared in 
intensified form after relocation into the flats.
Physical Impact
The spatial configuration of Kampung Mariyamman had developed so as to 
accommodate the physical, social, cultural and religious needs of the residents. 
The segregation of ethnic groups and the subtle differences in the layouts of the 
Indian, Chinese and Malay areas reflected the differing needs of each group. 
Indian dwellings usually had sufficient nearby space to accommodate large 
groups attending funerals and weddings. Most Malay houses were built on stilts 
in marked contrast to the Indian and Chinese dwellings. Many squatters from 
each ethnic group used land around their houses to grow plants including fruit 
bearing trees. The standardized design of the low-cost flats did not 
accommodate such needs or socio-cultural differences (see Plate 37). The size of 
the flats (and the absence of a community hall) also prevented large gatherings 
of people for family, cultural or religious events.
The transition to living in five-storey housing made supervision of children’s 
play difficult, especially for parents living on the upper floors. Parking quickly 
became a problem as many of the flat dwellers drove lorries which took up 
several car spaces. The theft of bicycles and motorcycles became a serious 
problem. The absence of clothes lines made life more difficult.
17 Initially, it was envisaged that the Indian settlers would have lived in the 
flats for a period of six months before field work terminated. Delays in 
construction held up final relocation considerably. The fieldwork period was 
therefore extended by two months so the final transition of the settlers into the 
flats could be observed.
Plate 37: There would be no space for gardens or extensions in the 
five-storey flats.
I late 38: An Indian tamily in their new three bedroom flat.
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The transition to the flats, however, represented a significant improvement in 
living conditions for many of the squatters. Unlike the kampung, each unit had a 
reliable and continuous supply of electricity and water. The absence of flooding 
and of health problems associated with contaminated surface water were also 
important improvements (see Plates 39 and 40).
Social Impact: Breakdown of Kampung Community
Along with the destruction of their homes came the demise of a lifestyle and 
complex support network. The extended family - the most important survival 
mechanism for many - was frequently broken up with relocation to the low-cost 
flats. While a few large families did successfully make the transition to the flats, 
two principal factors made the breakup of extended families likely to occur: the 
standardized three bedroom design of the flats which placed an upper limit upon 
the number of residents; and the efforts of many households to get more than 
one flat. Those households which chose to create the false impression of 
separate families, by their success, accelerated the break-up as each moved into 
their own accommodation. Because of the lottery system of allocation relatives 
or friends were also unable to get adjacent units. The random reshuffling of the 
kampung community, first in the longhouses then in the flats, also destroyed the 
subtle support networks between neighbours within both the Chinese and Indian 
communities.
Some residents reacted to the break-up of their extended families and 
communities by severely restricting social interaction with their neighbours. As 
one resident commented: ‘Now the people stay behind their doors and do not 
visit ... I’ve been here two months and I still have not spoken to my Chinese 
neighbour.’ Another resident lamented:
Before in the kampung when someone passed away, the Ketua kampung 
went house to house to collect donations for the cost of the funeral. But 
now when people die this never happens. If someone dies we don’t 
know. People are keeping much more to themselves.
Plates 39 and 40: Inside the low-cost flats - note the security grill 
on the door (below).
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Political Impact
The way the resettlement was handled caused many of the Indian squatters to 
become completely disillusioned with their leaders. It was felt that MIC squatter 
representatives had sacrificed the interests of the wider community to pursue 
their own ends. Rumours abounded that certain of these individuals were being 
given additional low-cost units and other special privileges. Even at the project’s 
commencement, alleged corruption of the leadership caused enormous 
resentment among loyal supporters. Being unhappy with the way existing MIC 
leadership was handling their forced resettlement, they established a new, 
separate, MIC branch in the kampung in December 1986. Conflicting political 
factions already present within the Indian community became even more 
polarized with relocation of the first group of settlers to the longhouses and 
subsequently the flats.
Feeling deprived of political outlets for their resentment, some resorted to a 
variety of personal ways to express their dissatisfaction. One of the MIC leaders 
was awarded the contract to remove rubbish from the temporary longhouse 
settlement and subsequently the housing project area. A few residents began to 
leave their rubbish scattered around in order to make collection deliberately 
more difficult and costly (see Plate 42).
It is still too early to assess accurately how resettlement into the low-cost flats 
will ultimately affect the political organization, activities and participation of the 
Indian settlers. There are some indications that the MIC will be playing a much 
less significant role in the day to day lives of the residents. In the squatter 
settlement MIC support was crucial for avoiding eviction, obtaining access to 
community infrastructure and other assistance. In the flats the Indian settlers no 
longer face the threat of eviction, no longer have to bribe officials to avoid 
demolition and no longer have to queue at communal standpipes for their water. 
In many ways the patron-client relationship which had developed between MIC 
leaders and the Indian squatter community was dismantled in the course of the 
resettlement process. Also, given that the Indian settlers are no longer living in 
an ethnic enclave, it may prove more difficult to obtain support and participation 
in local MIC branch activities.
I Jäte 41: TJie playground - the only communal facilities available 
at the time of resettlement. Note the ethnic mixing.
Plate 42: Rubbish disposal soon became a problem in the flats
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Economic Impact
Resettlement into low-cost flats had a major, though variable, impact on the 
economic status of the squatters. The poorest of the kampung residents were 
hurt most. Life in the ‘legitimate’ housing sector for them was a constant 
struggle to make their monthly payment to the bank. At least four households 
had fallen behind in their repayments after living in the flats for only two 
months. In the case of one of these families, the chief breadwinner lost his job 
and the income derived from his wife’s work as a domestic was insufficient to 
cover their needs. Aside from having to pay the bank, they also had to pay for 
their water, electricity and a monthly housing block maintenance fee.
As previously mentioned, those who had previously earned their livelihood in 
the squatter settlement were particularly affected by relocation. Under the terms 
of the Sale and Purchase Agreement, the low-cost flats could only be used for 
residential purposes. A number of shop lots were built in the housing project.18 
In total 46 shopkeepers were displaced by the redevelopment project. Of these, 
17 were Indian, 19 Chinese and 10 Malay. Allegedly, the private developer 
promised all of them that they would be eligible to purchase a shop lot (in 
addition to a low-cost flat) within the housing development. But only 16 
commercial units were actually built. Moreover half of them were allocated to 
Malay shopkeepers, with only four shop units each being available to Indians 
and Chinese. Thus most of the Indian shopkeepers were not able to re-establish 
their businesses in the housing project. At any rate the shop lots built were 
considered too small to justify their M$28,500 cost.19 Over half of the 
shopkeepers surveyed also stated that they could not afford the cost of both a 
residential and commercial unit. Within two months of relocation, one household 
living on the ground floor had illegally re-established their store within the flat.
The five-storey housing development provided a large and concentrated market 
for many consumer goods. Within days of moving into the flats many residents 
were operating small outside food stalls (see Plates 43 and 44). These stalls 
catered to the demand for cooked food in the mornings and evenings. They also
18 Small ground floor commercial units which sold for between M$28,500 
and M$31,500.
19 Over and above the M$25,000 of the residential unit.
Plates 43 and 44: Those resettled in the flats soon set-up outside food-stalls
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provided some of the Indian settlers with a much needed source of income. The 
weekly night market previously held on the outskirts of Kampung Mariyamman 
was now located on the outskirts of the housing development and the number of 
vendors selling goods at it had more than tripled to well over 100.
Not all Indian households were disadvantaged by their resettlement into the low- 
cost flats. Indeed, some have achieved positive economic benefits through 
relocation. These benefits took many forms and, in some cases, were achieved 
through direct contravention of the law and the terms of the Sales and Purchase 
Agreement. The resettled squatters were supposed to remain for a minimum of 
five years in the flats. Nevertheless, within two months of moving in at least 
four households had rented out their units. One family was receiving M$150 a 
month from tenants while they lived elsewhere. Still others, while continuing to 
live in their flat, rented out a section within it. One childless couple was renting 
one of their bedrooms to another couple for M$75/ month. The income derived 
made it possible for them to keep up their monthly loan repayment.
Those residents financially secure enough to be able to maintain their loan 
payments were able to buy a relatively high-quality subsidized dwelling. Having 
returned to their original squatter settlement location, residents were again close 
to their jobs and schools. Most importantly, having previously resided in a 
squatter settlement on the edge of a rubbish tip, they now lived on a developed 
site in the ‘legitimate’ housing sector and in close proximity to the booming 
commercial centre of Petaling Jaya. In 1988, the market value of the low-cost 
dwellings was considered by one architect associated with the project to be 
approximately $41,000, an instantaneous windfall gain of M$16,000 over the 
original purchase price.
RESUME
Eviction of squatters is likely to continue on a massive scale throughout the 
Third World in the 1990s. Such forced resettlement will result in enormous 
social, economic and physical dislocation problems for the people and societies 
involved. If these are to be avoided or curtailed, then it is necessary that our 
understanding of the dynamics and impact of resettlement programmes be
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improved. Also the concept of squatters as people in transition needs to be more 
fully appreciated.
To date, studies of squatter resettlement have often focused on people after they 
have already established themselves in their new accommodation (see for 
example Ramanujam, 1985). Little consideration has been given to the actual 
dynamics of the resettlement process itself. By focusing on the transition of the 
Indian settlers out of the kampung, into the longhouses and finally into the flats, 
this chapter has attempted to provide more insight into the responses of squatters 
to forced relocation. The most significant finding was the manner in which 
many worked the resettlement process to their advantage. Another key finding is 
the differential impact resettlement had on the squatters. Some squatters were 
more adversely affected than others: those who derived their livelihood from the 
kampung\ those who had built and invested much money and labour into their 
dwellings; those who were just too poor to live in the legitimate housing sector; 
and those who did not have the necessary know how or connections to work the 
system to their advantage. They appeared to be the losers in the relocation 
process.
In the scramble to survive the ordeal of forced relocation, the weak and less 
well-off squatters were at times exploited by those who were more cunning or 
who occupied positions of power within the community. Had those managing 
the resettlement process been more attentive of the needs of the most vulnerable 
and poorest households, then perhaps they would have been better able to deal 
with their relocation. The cases of landlords reportedly evicting tenants so they 
instead would be eligible for a low-cost flat, exemplifies how one vulnerable 
group probably never made it to either the longhouses or the low-cost flats.
Although already hailed by the government as a success, it will be years before 
the redevelopment project affecting Kampung Mariyamman and adjoining 
squatter settlements can be properly assessed, particularly from the squatters’ 
perspective. Only two-thirds of those resettled into the low-cost flats appear at 
this stage to have the financial capacity to keep up their loan repayments. How 
many of them will still be living in the flats after five or 10 years have elapsed 
could only be determined through a follow-up study.
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The manner in which Kampung Mariyamman was being redeveloped, the impact 
of relocation on the Indian settlers and their responses to it, present a number of 
issues of wider significance. These are addressed in the concluding chapter of 
the thesis.
CONCLUSION
CHAPTER 8
LIFE ON THE URBAN EDGE
This thesis has sought to increase our comprehension of, and present an 
alternative perspective on, squatters. Attention has centred on the adaptation to 
city life of Kampung Mariyammari s settlers in a bid to understand their efforts 
and success in helping themselves. Before focusing on the case study, however, 
it was necessary to locate Indian squatters in Malaysian society (Chapters 2 and 
3). An understanding of the origins and backgrounds of Mariyammaris Indian 
settlers was also required (Chapter 4). Only by understanding the paths which 
had led them to the city was it possible to begin trying to comprehend the paths 
they were negotiating within it.
Few studies have been conducted on Indian squatters in contemporary urban 
Malaysia. Even fewer have traced the life paths of squatters as they journeyed 
to the urban setting. This thesis has contributed towards filling these lacunae. Its 
emphasis has been on how members of a disadvantaged group within society 
have developed a diverse range of strategies for dealing with the problems of 
shelter (Chapter 5), livelihood (Chapter 6) and forced resettlement (Chapter 7). 
Also, it has explored the relative success of their transition from largely estate 
backgrounds to city life. The study’s most significant finding is that despite their 
disadvantaged social status, the Indian settlers are not powerless victims. Rather, 
they have actively exploited all avenues open to them and their families, where 
ever possible, for their own benefit. Moreover, in many cases they have been 
moderately successfully in their endeavours.
This concluding chapter draws together the findings of the case study. The 
results and possible significance of it are considered initially in relation to 
Malaysian society and then in terms of the wider Third World squatter context.
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1. MALAYSIAN SIGNIFICANCE 
The Journey to the City
Most Indians in Kampung Mariyamman were migrants from estate backgrounds. 
Contrary to the view that estate Indians are locked into a vicious cycle of 
poverty (Colleta, 1975), they had escaped the plantations to establish a better 
life in the city. They were motivated by the low prospects for upward mobility, 
poor wages and amenities on estates. While most left voluntarily, a minority 
were forced out because of difficulty finding work; a few others lost their 
entitlement to estate accommodation on retirement and had no choice but to 
move elsewhere.
The migrant settlers in Mariyamman were not blindly swept to the capital by 
forces beyond their control. Rather, they trickled in at different times, from both 
rural and urban areas. The path to Kuala Lumpur was often circuitous, revealing 
a complex pattern of step migration between estate plantations, small towns, 
large towns, and cities. The flexibility acquired through the many intermediate 
moves may well have eased transition to the urban setting. Small towns in 
particular appeared to be playing an important role in the movement of Indians 
out of the estate sector and subsequently into larger urban centres. Further 
research is needed to clarify this role and its significance.
In many ways, however, the Indians studied were typical of those who, over the 
past 30 years, have been flocking to the cities of the Third World in ever 
increasing numbers. Most came seeking employment or to join relations. 
Usually, the first to arrive were young single males, to be joined by relatives 
once they had became established. In Kampung Mariyamman and other squatter 
settlements, relatives and friends often assisted new arrivals to find shelter and 
employment. Kinship-linked chain migration was found to be a major factor 
facilitating entry into city life. Since so many migrants to Kuala Lumpur appear 
to follow this pattern (see Azizah Kassim, 1985; Rajoo 1985), squatter 
settlements can be seen as a major entry point to the city. Indeed, on arrival in 
the capital, two-thirds of the migrant survey respondents had moved directly to 
established squatter settlements all with few exceptions located on the periphery.
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The peri-urban environment of Mariyamman, like that of many settlements on 
the urban edge, no doubt eased the adjustment of rural migrants.
Establishing a Niche
From the view point of the squatter self-help is neither romantic nor a 
way to relieve government of the burden of housing. It is a survival 
strategy based on the widest possible freedom of choice to allocate 
scarce time and resources. Flexibility is the critical element... (Perlman, 
1986:43).
Kampung Mariyamman provided flexible conditions unavailable in the formal 
housing sector. Within it the Indian settlers were able to obtain access to shelter 
they could afford and also maintain a lifestyle that matched their changing 
means. Initially, most built modest houses which were subsequently upgraded as 
their families enlarged and their economic situation improved. The majority of 
house owners had improved their dwellings despite lacking secure tenure. Other 
scholars, such as Turner (1968), have emphasized the critical importance of 
tenure in the process of consolidation. At Mariyamman such security was not a 
prerequisite for the investment of substantial money and energy into improving 
houses. In part, this reflects government policy towards squatters in Malaysia, 
which focuses mostly on preventing ‘new’ dwellings emerging rather than 
demolishing established dwellings (unless they form part of a settlement 
earmarked for redevelopment).
Over time the majority of the Indian households in Kampung Mariyamman had 
consolidated and improved their position within the settlement. Social ties, 
centred around ethnicity, kinship, caste, friendship, religious and political 
affiliations, were crucial to this process. By calling kin and friends to join them, 
rural support networks were transplanted to the kampung. Relatives and friends 
helped with housing construction, child minding and assisted in times of crisis. 
These community ties, and those extending outside the kampung, provided a 
degree of security and stability to the residents despite their legally precarious 
squatter status.
Political affiliation with the MIC provided the squatters with a modicum of 
political leverage to negotiate with the power structure and acquire communal 
facilities. Corruption was pervasive. Bribes were frequently paid to government 
officials to obtain services and reduce the risk of demolition.
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Significance of Ethnicity
Writing on ethnicity and the urban poor Nelson (1979:216) noted that:
When scholarly interest turned to the developing societies after World 
War II, it was often assumed that ethnic identities in these societies 
were transitory. Urbanization, education, improved communications and 
transport, industrialization all would lead different ethnic groups to meet 
and mingle with each other...new cross-ethnic identities would emerge.
The cities in particular would be crucibles in which traditional ethnic 
ties would dissolve...But after a quarter of a century of accelerated 
economic and social change, the most striking feature is not the erosion 
but the persistence, and often the heightening, of ethnic identities.
Rather than slowly fading away under the influence of development, ethnic 
identification has persisted and heightened in Malaysia. The study of 
Mariyamman s Indian settlers highlights the significance of ethnicity in the 
struggles of one group of people to survive in the city. Other studies have also 
emphasized the importance of ethnicity in the lives of squatters (see Lloyd, 
1979; Roberts, 1978; Azizah Kassim, 1985).
Ethnic identity formed a major basis of social organization and shared 
consciousness in the lives of the Indian settlers. This was most clearly 
demonstrated by the limited social interaction between, and physical segregation 
of, the three ethnic communities in Mariyamman. Even when the settlement 
faced and underwent demolition, each community kept largely to itself until 
forced to interact through relocation. Rajoo (1985:261), in his study of Indian 
squatters, also observed that ‘as they become more urbanized, they are also 
becoming more conscious of their identity and status as people standing in 
contradistinction to the Malays and Chinese’.
Living in the separate ethnic groups, Mariyamman s settlers were surrounded by 
neighbours with somewhat similar values and background. This provided a 
supportive environment and facilitated the development of social ties. But while 
many elements drew the Indian community together, there were also factors 
which fragmented it. Despite unity displayed toward outsiders, the community 
was splintered by differences in ethno-linguistic background, religious, socio­
economic, caste and political status. Sometimes these differences were further 
accentuated by fierce competition for limited resources. For example, it was not
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uncommon for major disputes to take place over the use of communal water 
supply.
Such internal divisions among the Indians contrast with the much greater degree 
of integration found by Azizah Kassim (1985: 155-156) in her study of a Malay 
squatter community. She concluded:
Individualism is practically unknown and the interest of the community 
almost always takes precedence over that of individuals...The squatters 
live in a closely knit and cohesive community.’
While Malay squatters have the internal bonds of a common religion, language 
and culture, the Indian community is held together by the need to survive in an 
ethnically biased society where access to resources is limited for many.1
The ethnic basis of party politics in Malaysia further reinforces the need for 
those occupying the lower social and economic rungs to live among their own 
kind. In the case of Mariyamman’s Indians it was only by living together that 
they were able to organize themselves politically and affiliate with the MIC. 
This affiliation was critical to gaining community facilities and also in 
preventing demolition of houses. Roberts (1978:141), studying Latin America’s 
urban poor, also emphasized that ethnic identity ‘is not simply a survival of 
rural practices, but is a direct response to the exigencies of survival in a 
competitive urban economy where economic opportunities are scarce.’
The close proximity of the Indian settlers in Mariyamman to a Malay squatter 
community was also advantageous. The Malays, through their stronger political 
connections with UMNO and hence the government, were able to get more 
financial assistance for such facilities as communal water supply, drainage, 
telephones, badminton courts and a meeting hall. The Indian squatters used 
many of these facilities which they lacked. Further research into other multi­
ethnic squatter settlements in Malaysia might shed additional light on the 
significance o f ethnic proximity as a planned or non-planned survival aid.
1 Rajoo (1985:257), felt that the Indian squatters he studied perceived the 
urban world as ‘a competitive system in which they have to compete with other 
ethnic groups of Malays and Chinese for their opportunities and upward 
mobility’.
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Getting By in the City
The Indians studied do not fit neatly into the common stereotype of a 
marginalized urban group, as described for example by Lomnitz. In her study of 
a Mexican shantytown she found:
Few if any of the settlers were able to find work everyday; 
underemployment was the rule. Also, there was a remarkable lack of 
occupations bearing any direct relevance to industrial production 
(Lomnitz, 1977:2).
Those who did work were mostly engaged in informal sector activities and 
inhabited the interstices of the urban industrial system (Lomnitz, 1977:208).
In contrast, Mariyamman s Indians were far more integrated into the formal 
sector, having achieved a firmer though not completely secure footing in the 
urban economy. Most of the settlers had jobs in the manufacturing sector, with 
only a small percentage being unemployed or self-employed. Getting work did 
not appear to be a major problem, even during the economic downturn of the 
mid-1980s, as many held both a main and part-time job. The major problem 
was the inadequate income derived from working long hours often under very 
poor conditions. Since many employers responded to a contracting market or 
requests for better working conditions by firing their employees, keeping jobs 
was also often difficult. Many of those surveyed had been retrenched in the 
period 1980 to 1987 (see Chapter 6).
The relatively firmer integration of Mariyamman s Indian settlers into the urban 
economy may reflect differences in economic development between Malaysia 
and other Third World countries. With its abundant resources and low 
population density, Malaysia has an expanding economy able to accommodate 
more entrants into its urban centres than say Mexico or India. In countries, such 
as Malaysia, which are experiencing economic growth and rapid industrial 
development, poverty may be a far more transitory state. As the ‘old poor’ 
establish themselves in the city and get jobs in the manufacturing sector, they 
are gradually able to improve their socio-economic position. As they slowly 
move up the occupational and socio-economic hierarchy, their places are filled 
by another wave of migrants to the city - the ‘new poor’. Further research 
would be needed to test this hypothesis.
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Poverty was by no means a permanent or fixed variable in the lives of 
Mariyammari s Indian settlers. Compared to their estate backgrounds, the 
majority of migrant settlers had improved their socio-economic status. Since 
most male household heads had little more than primary schooling, the only city 
jobs they could initially obtain were as unskilled labourers. Over time many 
moved up the occupational ladder, obtaining higher paying semi-skilled, skilled 
and, in a few cases, professional employment. Employment with a multinational 
firm appeared to be one of the most reliable ways of achieving occupational 
mobility. Aside from training workers, these firms offered better working 
conditions and pay than smaller local firms and backyard industries.
While the grinding poverty and starvation evident in other Third World 
countries did not exist in Mariyamman, all but a few households were engaged 
in a constant struggle to sustain a minimal level of comfort. Getting ahead 
meant having more people working in lowly paid jobs for longer hours or, as an 
alternative, one person working in two or three different jobs. Holding multiple 
jobs or having multiple income earners are survival strategies by no means 
unique to squatters. Many other societies have experienced the demise of the 
single income family. The breakup of extended Indian households, as elsewhere, 
has meant that the additional burden of paid labour must be taken up by wives 
and mothers. In the case of Mariyamman s Indians this breakup occurred almost 
overnight through the forced resettlement into smaller temporary housing and 
subsequent random dispersement into flats. While the nuclear family is more 
suited to the demands of the urban industrial economy (Oorjitham, 1983:123), 
the dissolution of the extended family, along with the resulting loss of support, 
does not augur well for many struggling, ex-squatter households.
The assumption that there are major differences in the survival strategies 
employed by the populations of First and Third World countries needs to be 
reconsidered, particularly in the light of the growing global economy. Relying 
on multiple incomes, holding multiple jobs, living in debt and using credit to get 
ahead are all strategies employed as much by middle-class Australian society as 
by the Indian settlers in Mariyamman. The penetration of Western materialism 
into most nations has produced a growing uniformity among First and Third 
World industrial workers. Significant differences remain, but like their working- 
class counterparts in Australia, many of the Indians in Kampung Mariyamman
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work on manufacturing assembly lines, spend their earnings on consumer goods, 
watch Hollywood movies on their videos and, for a treat, take their families out 
to eat Kentucky Fried Chicken. Armstrong and McGee (1985:4) have discerned 
a similar pattern of convergence in consumer habits not only among ‘upper 
income elites but also, increasingly, among middle and lower income groups’.
The conclusion that the socio-economic situation of urban Indians is 
considerably better than that of their estate counterparts, goes contrary to 
Ooijitham (1986a:70), who argued that urban working class Indians were 
‘trapped within a structural framework that provides very little room for socio­
economic improvements’. Others have noted that estate workers are often 
provided with housing, transport and other services free-of-charge while the 
urban worker is encumbered with the expenses of paying for them (see Lim Lin 
Lean, 1981:5). While the cost of urban living is undoubtedly higher, the fact 
that Indians are opting to make the transition to city life in increasing numbers 
indicates that the advantages of urban life are perceived to outweigh the 
disadvantages. As seen in Kampung Mariyamman, many of the high costs of 
urban life could be avoided by settling in the less costly, peri-urban squatter 
settlement. The main point, however, is that urban life has provided far greater 
opportunities for social and economic mobility than existed in the estates.2 This 
point was clearly appreciated by the Indian settlers interviewed in depth, four- 
fifths of whom felt their lives had improved considerably since coming to the 
city.
A Culture of Poverty?
In her study of an inner-city shanty town in urban Indonesia, Jellinek (1987:448) 
found much evidence to support the "culture of poverty" hypothesis emphasizing 
that:
Poverty itself did seem to acquire a momentum of its own. Families 
tended to be unstable. The bond between husbands and wives was often 
weak. Children were bom into broken families and soon dropped out of 
school...premarital pregnancies were common...Both within and between 
families, people distrusted one another and resources could not be 
pooled for productive purposes. Fatalism and despair were pervasive.
2 Gajendran Rajagopalan (1982:112) reached a similar conclusion in his 
study of out-migration from two estates in Malaysia.
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There was little evidence, however, that the Indian settlers in Kampung 
Mariyamman were affected by any pervasive, self-perpetuating culture of 
poverty. While the poorest households exhibited certain characteristics of such a 
culture, the vast majority did not. Instead they were hardworking conservative 
people, intent on feeding and educating their children. Family ties were usually 
stable with little evidence of promiscuity. Although fragmented, the community 
was well organized along political and religious lines. While accurate 
information on caste was difficult to obtain, there was no obvious correlation 
between it and economic status. Thus Rajakrishnan Ramasamy’s (1987) assertion 
of a sub-culture of poverty existing among lower caste Indian plantation 
workers, did not seem applicable in the case of the Indian squatters studied. 
Further research is needed, however, which more rigorously examines the 
relationship between caste and mobility in urban and rural areas of Malaysia.
In-depth studies revealed that both the most and least economically successful 
squatters came from poverty stricken backgrounds. Why then, were some more 
successful at escaping the poverty trap than others? Those who progressed up 
the employment ladder from being unskilled to semi-skilled, skilled or 
professionals shared at least one common attribute - better education. This 
enabled them to obtain better jobs with employers willing to provide further 
training opportunities. These findings complement those of Colletta (1975) and 
Rajakrishnan Ramasamy (1987), who have found education to be a critical 
factor in upward mobility among estate Indians. Education, however, was not 
the only factor. A few, through personal ingenuity, attitudes and motivation, 
were able to establish their own prosperous businesses. Individual attributes also 
played a significant role in the achievement of upward mobility. Jellinek’s 
observation (1987:451) that ‘the cause of material poverty, insecurity and 
powerlessness cannot be understood without considering both external economic 
and political conditions as well as individual attitudes and patterns of behaviour’, 
seems applicable to Kampung Mariyamman.
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Dealing with Resettlement
Forced resettlement of the Indian settlers highlighted the insecurity of their 
kampung existence. Examining their responses to it provided another window 
into their efforts to survive and help themselves in the city. It also brought their 
relationship with the urban authorities to the fore. In the view of City Hall 
officials, Kampung Mariyamman was a blight on the landscape, taking up 
valuable land. Squatter dwellings were seen as substandard structures to be 
bulldozed to the ground. There is, however, an alternative view that sees 
squatter homes as functional housing units in which considerable financial 
resources had been invested. For 15 years the kampung had met the shelter 
needs of thousands of people who otherwise would not have been able to 
survive in the city.
Most of the Indian squatters were opposed to resettlement. But there was no 
organized resistance. It was generally felt that any overt opposition would be 
futile. Rather, they focused attention on exploiting the situation to their own 
advantage as best they could. Few behaved as passive victims of the urban 
authorities, trapped in a housing project they could not escape. Instead, many 
manipulated the resettlement process, working the system in a myriad of ways 
which at least partially compensated for their losses. They used whatever 
method they felt appropriate - they lied, cheated the authorities and each other, 
paid bribes to secure favoured treatment, used the black housing market and 
misspent their housing funds.
These responses can be viewed as tactics aimed at maximizing benefits and 
minimizing losses from a situation in which the major elements were externally 
imposed. Indeed, some squatters had no option but to manipulate the 
resettlement process. The poorest, those with no hope of being able to raise the 
deposit or make necessary loan repayments, could only benefit by illegally 
selling their right to a flat. Some squatters, more adept or better positioned to 
work the system to their advantage, engaged in acts which adversely affected 
the lives of other settlers. The ‘moral economy of the squatters’ was by no 
means devoid of blatant exploitation of each other in the struggle to get ahead. 
At the same time it needs to be stressed that many of those in positions of 
relative power also worked the system to the benefit of their poorer neighbours.
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These responses may be seen as a subtle form of squatter resistance to the urban 
authorities. Given the authoritarian nature of the Malaysian state, its ethnically- 
biased development strategy and the lack of formal channels for expressing 
grievances, working the system may represent the only way the squatters have 
of expressing dissatisfaction. Writing on peasants in rural Malaysia, Scott 
(1985:29) observed:
...the prosaic but constant struggle between the peasantry and those who 
seek to extract labor, food, taxes, rents and interest from them. Most of 
the forms this struggle takes stop well short of collective outright 
defiance. Here I have in mind the ordinary weapons of relatively 
powerless groups: foot dragging, dissimulation, false compliance, 
pilfering, feigned ignorance, slander, arson, sabotage, and so forth. 
These Brechtian forms of class struggle have certain features in 
common. They require little or no coordination or planning; they often 
represent a form of self-help; and they typically avoid any direct 
confrontation with authority or with elite norms.
Scott emphasized that previous attention on outright peasant rebellion has been 
misplaced, and argued that it was far more important to understand these 
‘everyday forms of peasant resistance’. In a similar vein it would seem 
important to understand the everyday forms of squatter resistance and survival. 
The efforts of the Indian settlers to work the resettlement process can be seen in 
this light. Survival tactics developed in the kampung over years were simply 
used more overtly during resettlement. While there was little open resistance to 
the redevelopment of Kampung Mariyamman, the enormous varieties of these 
petty exploitations may be seen as manifestations of the large opposition to the 
project.
2. THIRD WORLD SIGNIFICANCE 
Squatters: People in Transition
Kampung Mariyamman is but one example of the growing number of squatter 
settlements which have proliferated throughout the Third World. Almost half of 
the Third World’s urban dwellers live in shanty towns, and their numbers are 
doubling every five-to-ten years (ESCAP, 1986:1). Between 1980 and 2000, the 
world’s population will increase by an estimated 1.7 billion, three-quarters of
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them living in cities, mostly in the developing countries (Oberländer, 1985:20). 
The Third World is now the scene of ‘the greatest movements of people in 
history’ and it is the ‘spontaneous movement of people from the countryside to 
the cities which constitutes the mainstream’ (Dwyer, 1979:10).
This process of city-ward migration and urban growth is not new. Jellinek 
(1987:435-437) noted striking similarities between nineteenth century London 
and twentieth century Jakarta. In the early 1800s London underwent a rapid 
influx of people seeking work. Many lived in decrepit, overcrowded slums and 
laboured under deplorable conditions for meagre incomes. Today, migrants are 
flocking to the major cities of the Third World, settling in the shanty towns 
which seem to outside observers to spring up overnight. Like the migrants of 
the Industrial Revolution these new arrivals come in hope of a better life. They 
man the factories and sweatshops or work as petty traders, cleaners and 
gardeners to the rich. The slum clearance programmes carried out in London in 
the second half of the nineteenth century also have their modem counterpart in 
the current drive to clear cities of squatter settlements.
But there are major differences. The rate of change in today’s cities is far 
greater than that which occurred in the past. Besides the massive growth in the 
urban population, rapid technological, social, economic and physical changes are 
radically transforming the urban landscape. Underpinning the phenomenal 
population increase have been high birth rates, coupled with a significant 
decrease in infant mortality through improved sanitation and health. While the 
early industrial cities were huge death traps, contemporary cities, as noted by 
Dwyer (1979:10), combine ‘pre-industrial fertility and post-industrial mortality’, 
giving them the greatest rates of natural increase ever found in cities. At the 
same time the rate at which migrants are arriving in the urban centres is 
accelerating, producing a population growth far outpacing society’s ability to 
provide shelter and infrastructure.
Mariyamman s Indians represent a minute drop in the flood of migrants to the 
cities of the Third World. They are people in transition within a rapidly 
changing urban setting. With the exception of Singapore and Hong Kong, 
Malaysia’s Klang Valley is one of the most prosperous and dynamic areas in 
Southeast Asia. Since 1940 its population has grown from under 300,000 people 
to over 2.5 million. Jobs created by the rapid industrial development particularly
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on the periphery of Kuala Lumpur and Petaling Jaya, have lured the migrants. 
An increasing number of these migrants, like Mariyammari s settlers, live in 
squatter settlements.
Intervention: Lessons From Mariyamman
Urban planners confronted with the task of addressing the squatter phenomenon 
face an enormously complex task. Despite their efforts to the contrary, the 
number of squatters continues to increase. Moreover, growing pressure on urban 
resources has meant that as cities within this region sprawl outward, once- 
peripheral settlements come to occupy increasingly valuable land. Pressure to 
redevelop these areas for more profitable and intensive uses is likely to increase 
significantly in the future, resulting in massive intervention in the lives of 
squatters.
In the past, government intervention in Third World squatter settlements has 
often lacked an adequate understanding of their inhabitants’ backgrounds, socio­
economic characteristics, survival strategies, aspirations, needs and contributions 
to the society. Upgrading a settlement has often meant that the poorest are 
pushed out as new facilities lead to higher rents (Gilbert, 1987:69). Commonly, 
resettlement projects move people to locations too far from employment and 
services, into housing units which are simply too costly. As a result, even before 
the project is completed, many of those displaced have moved on to yet another 
squatter settlement.
While the Kampung Mariyamman redevelopment project is considered by the 
government to be a success, it too has many failings. As early as 1973, Teh 
Swee Kiat (1973), expressed the concern that resettlement programmes in Kuala 
Lumpur were not taking into account the social and economic needs of the 
squatters. Twelve years later, the government and private developer involved in 
the Mariyamman project had made no real attempt to understand the views and 
needs of the heterogeneous communities of squatters. In the project, designed 
along a strict top down approach, dialogue was limited to the handpicked group 
of leaders who were officially considered to represent their communities. Since
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the project was restricted to the Federal Territory, the kampung was split in two 
parts, breaking up established communities.
As designed and implemented, the development project did not take into account 
the differential impact relocation was having on squatter households. The 
poorest settlers, and those who earned their living within the kampung, were 
more adversely affected than others. Yet the squatters were treated as a 
homogeneous group as if they all had the same cultural and religious needs, 
were all employed outside the kampung and would all be able to afford low-cost 
flats.
There are a number of ways in which the negative impacts of redevelopment 
could have been minimized. Perhaps a major failing of the Mariyamman 
resettlement programme was the lack of alternative options open to displaced 
settlers. Under the programme, the squatters only had the option of buying a 
low-cost flat. This excluded the poorest squatters who were unable to afford 
loan repayments. Had some units been offered on a subsidized rental basis 
(possibly with a later option to purchase) then these squatters might also have 
benefited.
Another fundamental area which could have been improved was in the design of 
the flats. Had alternative flat designs, of varying sizes, configurations and costs 
been available, then social, cultural and economic differences could have been 
better accommodated. Similarly, far better provision should have been made to 
meet the needs of those who had operated home based enterprises in the 
kampung - enabling them to continue their activities after relocation.3 One has 
only to stroll through a squatter settlement to appreciate the importance of the 
many local sundry shops and other businesses, whose benefits extend to all the 
residents. The few shop-lots being offered to the Indians in the housing project 
were beyond the means of most and too small to accommodate their 
requirements. Lack of consideration of the economic impact of resettlement on 
the squatters seems to reflect an attitude which views the ‘squatter problem’ as 
primarily involving housing and which can therefore be solved simply through 
‘rehousing’. But, as Laquian (1971:223) has emphasized, the problem is far more 
complex. Any response to squatters must also look to their sources of livelihood,
3 This is especially true in light of the prohibition on flat owners using their 
units for any purposes other than as a residence.
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household structure, and cultural and physical needs, among many other aspects.
The Mariyamman redevelopment project, however, was by no means totally 
devoid of positive features. The squatters were relocated on their original 
squatter site, saving transport costs for those employed in the area. Moreover, 
the low-cost flats were considered to be of a higher quality than most built to 
date. This contrasts favourably with many other relocation programmes 
throughout the Third World, where residents have been resettled in poorly 
designed housing located in places distant from their previous home (see for 
example Choguill, 1987; Hollnsteiner, 1975; Juppenlatz, 1970).
Ramanujam (1986:287) provides a more positive assessment of the physical, 
economic and social impact of three squatter resettlement projects in Kuala 
Lumpur.4 Only a minority of the residents in the projects she studied were 
dissatisfied with their physical living environment. Moreover, she concluded that 
relocation had not produced significant economic hardship - even though the 
lower income households were spending more on transport, utilities and rent. 
Most of the households she surveyed were able to make these additional 
payments. In terms of social impact, even though the former squatters had lost 
ties with old neighbours, relocation had not ‘severely’ disrupted social contacts 
with kin and friends.
By focusing on those people who had already successfully made the transition 
from squatting to the formal housing sector, however, Ramanujam (1986) did 
not take into account the poorest households sorted out by the relocation
process. These squatters, unable to afford the extra costs, probably never made it 
to the new accommodation and most likely moved on to other squatter
settlements. In the case of Mariyamman s Indian settlers there was evidence that 
the poorest would never make the transition to the new housing project. Those 
who could not afford to purchase a low-cost flat sold their entitlement to
outsiders on the black market. Some tenants were evicted by landlords even
before resettlement began. Of those who made it to the longhouses, at least one- 
fifth had still not been able to obtain finance when fieldwork ended. While their
4 She studied the post-resettlement impact of three squatter relocation 
projects in Kuala Lumpur. The projects examined included relocation into rented 
high-rise and medium-rise walk up flats and purchased site and service core 
housing.
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fate could not be confirmed, it seems probable that many of them will end up 
living in another squatter settlement. A few cases of this happening were 
confirmed.
Extrapolating from the Mariyamman study, it can be hypothesized that should 
the government continue its squatter resettlement programmes in their present 
form, the remaining squatter settlements might eventually house only the poorest 
of the poor and the most recent migrants to the city. Those somewhat better-off 
will have successfully made the transition into the legitimate housing market.5 
This point warrants further investigation. I f a squatter settlement can be studied 
before a relocation programme is finalized then it might be possible to quantify 
the number and condition of those residents who are not able to benefit from  
the project. In addition their subsequent movements to squatter or non-squatter 
areas could be examined.
The efforts of the authorities to clear Kuala Lumpur and other Third World 
cities of squatters are worrying on another ground. The case study of the Indian 
settlers of Kampung Mariyamman highlights the crucial role these settlements 
can play in migrant adaptation to city life. Aside from providing avenues into 
the urban setting, they offer the flexibility which facilitates a gradual 
establishment and improvement in living situation. When viewed from this 
perspective, Kampung Mariyamman was not a settlement of despair but rather 
one of hope. Its residents were gradually consolidating their position in the 
urban setting.
The long term policy of eradicating all squatter settlements from the Federal 
Territory in Malaysia does not take into consideration this crucial role. 
Moreover, the aim of eventually resettling all squatters into ‘legal and decent 
housing’ (City Hall, 1984:118), is impractical given that many squatters will not 
be able to afford the formal sector lifestyle. Other options also need to be 
considered, providing flexible solutions and catering to the heterogeneous needs
5 Numerous studies have emphasized that much of the low-cost housing 
supposedly produced for the urban poor is beyond their reach. As outlined by 
Drakakis-Smith (1979:159) in his study of the allocation of government housing 
in Hong Kong, ‘The most important single conclusion to be drawn from this 
analysis...is that access to such units is becoming both increasingly restricted and 
oriented away from the urban poor towards the middle income groups.’
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and circumstances of the squatters. Since the purchase of ‘low-cost’ houses is 
often beyond the means of the urban poor, greater attention needs to be given to 
subsidized rental housing as an alternative.
The implementation of ‘aided self-help’ programmes provides another avenue for 
improving the living conditions of squatters. This type of approach has been 
criticized for removing from government the burden of having to house the 
urban poor adequately (Burgess, 1982). Yet in the case of urban Malaysia, this 
criticism seems somewhat out of place given that the authorities have been 
demolishing squatter settlements at an increasing rate. Only a handful of site- 
and-service projects have been implemented, and there has been no 
comprehensive programme to date to upgrade existing squatter settlements.
Overall it would seem that planners need to change their narrow and short 
sighted perceptions of squatter settlements to one that sees them as transitional 
settlements allowing the new urban poor to deal with city life. If they begin to 
focus more on understanding the squatters, who they are, where they come from 
and where they are hoping to get, then more appropriate programmes and 
policies might emerge.
Whether we see squatter settlements as places of hope or despair, and whether 
we see them as the product of structural injustice or as radical popular 
initiatives, they contain a growing mass of humanity. Understanding the 
squatters and their efforts to help themselves would appear to be a critical 
element in any attempt to intervene in their lives.
APPENDICES
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APPENDIX 1: SURVEY QUESTIONNAIRE
SAMPLE NO.____________
REFERENCE NO.___________
LONGHOUSE NO.___________
LOCATION: FT SEL. LH
DATE OF INTERVIEW:___________________
NAME OF INTERVIEWER:_______________
HOUSEHOLD SCHEDULE obtained information on:
Name of each household member 
Relationship to Household head 
Sex
Ethnicity
Age
Place of Birth
Year of arrival in kampung
Level of formal education
Main occupation
Religion
GENERAL BACKGROUND
1. Name of respondent_______________________________
2. Status: 1 - Household head 2 - Spouse 3 - Other
3. Sex: 1 - Male 2 - Female
4. Identity card colour: 1 - Red 2 - Blue
5. Your parents’ place of birth (Country,State):
Father:_______________________________
Mother:____________________________ __
6. Your parents’ main occupations during their working years:
Father:___________________________ _________________
Mother:____________________________________________
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7. If either parent has worked in a plantation estate detail:
Estate Name Type Location Position 
Father:
Mother:
8. Have you ever worked on a plantation estate? 1 -YES 2 -No
If YES: Estate Name Type Location Position
9. Name all the different places where you have lived before Kg. 
Mariyamman:
Settlement State Age vou moved there
1  
2  
3 ____________________________________________
4 ____________________________________________
5 ____________________________________________
6 _____________________________________________________
10.With reference to the last place you lived before Mariyamman:
a) In what type of accommodation were you living?
1 - House (squatter)
2 - House (not squatter)
3 - Estate quarters
4 - Govt, quarters
5 - Flat
6 - Terrace link
7 - Other
b) Did you: 1 - Own the accommodation
2 - Rent
3 - Other (specify)
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11.a) Specifically, why did you move to Kuala Lumpur?
11. b) Specifically, why did you move to Kg. Mariyamman?
12. a) What are the benefits to living in a squatter settlement?
12. b) What are the problems associated with living in a squatter
settlement?
EMPLOYMENT AND INCOME
13. What is your:
a) Main occupation_________________________
b) Name of employer_________________________
c) Location of work place____________________
d) Distance from Longhouse___________________
e) Means of travel to/from work_______________
f) Hours of work___________________________
g) How much do you get paid per month___________
h) (separate overtime)_____________________
14. What other jobs or activities do you do to earn income?
Job / Activity Hours of work $ Pav
15. What is your average monthly take home income?
$______________
16. What jobs or activities does your spouse do to earn income?
Job / Activity Hours $ Pav
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17.What is your whole household’s average monthly take home income?
$______________
18.Have you ever been retrenched? 1 - YES 2 - NO 
If YES when and from whom?
19.Have you ever been unemployed? 1 - YES 2 - NO 
If YES over what time period?_________________
HOUSING AND LAND
QUESTIONS 20 TO 28 REFER TO THE HOUSE THE RESPONDENT WAS 
LAST LIVING IN AT KG. MARIYAMMAN.
20.On whose land was your house built?
1 - Own
2 - Govt.
3 - Private
4 - Other (specify)
21.Did you: 1 - Build this house.... GO TO Q.23
2 - Buy it............. GO TO Q.24
3 - Rent it.............GO TO Q.22
4 - Other (specify)
22.1f RENTING:
a) Rent paid per month? $_________
b) Will the owner of the house be getting a low-cost flat?
1 - YES 2 - NO 3 - Don’t know
c) Did the owner of the house own other houses in the kampung?
1 - YES (No.= ) 2 - no 3 - Don’t know
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23. If you BUILT the house:
a) How did you obtain the land?
b) Amount of money paid for land $__________
c) Year paid:__________________________
d) Land area:__________________________
e) Did you seek approval or support from anyone before building?
f) How did you build your house:
1 - By yourself
2 - With help of relatives
3 - With help of friends
4 - By employing paid labour
g) Cost of building house $____________
h) Year built?______________________
i) Money spent upgrading house:$_________
24.1f you BOUGHT the house:
a) For how much? $____________
b) In what year? ____________
c) Money spent on upgrading house:$______
25. Did you ever rent out any part of the house?
1 - YES 2 - NO
26. a) How many different houses did you live in while staying in Kg.
Mariyammant __________
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26. b) If more than one, regarding the other houses, did you:
1 - own the house
2 - rent
3 - other (specify)
27.Do you own any LAND or BUILDINGS (house, shop for eg.) 
in Malaysia?
1 - YES 2 - NO If YES detail.
28.Was your house in Kg. Mariyamman used for any other activities 
besides living (eg. as a shop or workshop)?
1 - YES 2 - NO If YES detail.
COMMUNITY
29. Was there anyone of particular help to your community in
Kg. Mariyamman in getting needed services ? WHO and HOW ?
30. Did any Malays or Chinese from Kg. Mariyamman or the longhouses 
visit this house last Deepavali?
1 - YES 2 - NO 3 - Went away
31. Are you or any other people in your household a member of any 
organizations, committees or bodies within or outside Kg. Mariyamman?
BODY MEMBER (Tick) POSITION
1. MIC
2. DAP
3. Temple Committee
4. Methodist Social Committee
5. Kootu Finance group
6. Others
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RESETTLEMENT
32.a) Are you in favour of being resettled out of Kampung Mariyammanl
32.b) IF YOU WERE ABLE TO CHOOSE, which type of dwelling would you 
prefer to live in?
(Rank in order of preference)
In a low-cost flat with the project_____
Continue living in squatter house_____
In a terrace link house _____
Other _____
WHY? Explain your preferences:
33.Have you ever applied for low-cost housing other than 
with this housing project?
1 - YES 2 - NO If YES provide details:
FOR THOSE IN LONGHOUSES
34. Do you know which floor and block your flat will be located on?
a) 1 - YES 2 - NO
IF YES:
b) Block No.: Flat No.:
c) Floor Level: 1 - Ground 4 - Fourth
2 - Second 5 - Fifth (top)
3 - Third
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d) Are you happy with this location?
1 - YES 2 - NO
35. Are there any problems associated with living in this longhouse settlement? 
Detail.
36. How much do you pay in the longhouses for:
1. Water $_______ /month
2. Electricity $_______ / month
3. Garbage Disposal $_______ / month
37. How will you pay for your flat:
E P F  $.
Bank Loan $.
Other Loan $.
Personal Savings $.
Other (specify) $.
TOTAL
38. Do you think you will have any problems paying for your flat?
1 - YES 2 - NO 3 - Don’t Know
If yes explain:
39. Have you had any problems getting a bank loan?
1 - YES 2 - NO If YES explain:
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40. If taking out a bank loan what is the interest rate and loan 
repayment schedule?
41. What was your Kg. Mariyamman project house number?.
42. Assets: 
(circle)
1 - car
2 - motorbike
3 - TV
4 - Video
5 - Refrigerator
ASSESSMENT OF DWELLING
A. Kampung Mariyamman
Total No. of separate dwellings in house
Size of house (width x breadth)
House Foundation: a) raised b) on ground
House construction materials:
Roof:
Walls:
Windows:
Foundation:
Non-residential activities attached to house eg. shop 
Assessment of house condition: Poor / medium / high quality 
List animals and edible plants kept
B. Longhouse
Describe any modifications/ extensions made to unit
Are there any non-residential activities attached to longhouse?
Any other comments
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APPENDIX 2: IN-DEPTH INTERVIEWS
Subject Areas Discussed with In-Depth Survey Respondents
Background
Socio-economic status of family when respondent was a child
For those from estate backgrounds:
Time spent in estates 
Living conditions 
Working conditions 
Reasons for leaving estate(s)
Contact with relatives remaining in estates
Educational background:
Highest level of schooling 
Types of schools attended 
Reasons for stopping education.
Employment history - first job to present job: 
Occupation
Age when job was attained
Work location
Employer
Income
Period
Reasons for changing jobs 
Comments
Perception of present life situation to that before living in capital: 
Better/ Worse/ Same/ Other
Future Intentions: stay KL/ Move elsewhere
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Household Economy
Present household income:
More than sufficient/ Just sufficient/ Not sufficient 
If not sufficient how do they cope?
Savings made each month? $______
Monthly Household Expenditure:
Food/Utilities/Transport/Cooking Fuel/Rent/Loan Repayment/Hire 
Purchase/Remittances/Education/Cigarettes & Liquor/Kootu/Religious 
donation/Other
Social
Interaction within the Indian community
Interaction with other ethnic communities in kampung (discussed)
Perceptions on caste and its relevance in their lives
Resettlement.
Feelings about way government/private developer has treated them in 
resettlement project
Attendance at housing project meetings
Views on their resettlement and the housing project
Information on whereabouts of households who left kampung at beginning of 
project
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For Those who had Moved into the Flats:
How satisfied are they with their new accommodation?
Positive and negative aspects associated with living in flats
Comparison of flats to longhouse and squatter dwelling in terms of: 
House quality
Community support and interaction 
Places for children to play 
Access to work and shops 
General living conditions 
Living costs
Has household income been affected by relocation? How?
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APPENDIX 3: MALAYSIAN SQUATTER STUDIES 
INDIAN SQUATTER STUDIES
Bulachandram Sundraman (1973), ‘Indian squatter settlement in Shah 
Alam - A case study on redundant plantation workers’, Graduation 
Exercise, Department of Economics and Public Administration, 
University of Malaya, Kuala Lumpur.
Pirie, P. (1976), Squatter Settlements in Kuala Lumpur, In Proceedings of 
the Malaysian Economic Convention, Part One, Volume Three, Penang.
(A comparative study of four squatter settlements including:
- Kampung Muniandv (an Indian settlement!:
- Kampung Chan Sow Lin (mainly Chinese settlement);
- Kampung Haji Abdullah Hukim (Malay);
- Kampung Pandan (Malay).
Focuses on characteristics of squatter residents including their place of 
birth, migration, age, sex, fertility, duration of residency, employment 
and incomes).
Rajoo, Rengasamy (1985), ‘Politics, ethnicity and strategies of adaptation in 
an urban squatter settlement in Peninsular Malaysia’, Ph.D thesis, 
Faculty of Arts and Social Science, University of Malaya, Kuala 
Lumpur.
(Focuses on the dynamics of socio-cultural change in a predominantly 
Indian squatter settlement - Kampung Kasturi - from two theoretical 
perspectives: ethnic integration and pluralism. Changes in traditional 
socio-cultural institutions in the community studied are seen as 
reflecting adaptive responses to political and economic conditions of the 
wider social system. It is argued that ethnicity constitutes a major 
phenomenon in inter-group relations and competition for resources).
Rajagopal, S. (1986), Memoranda Masalah Kaum India di Batu Caves 
(Memorandum on the problems of Indian Squatter Communities at Batu 
Caves), (Submitted to the MIC national headquarters).
(Highlights the poor living conditions and general problems faced by 
the residents of squatter settlements located around the Batu Caves area. 
Outlines a number of projects for upgrading community infrastructure 
and facilities).
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Sinivasan Magesprant (1977), Kampung Muniandy: a socio-economic and 
demographic study of a squatter community, Academic Exercise, 
University of Malaya, Kuala Lumpur.
Vasanti Gengadaran (1986), Indian women’s profile in poverty: a case study 
of Indian squatters in Pantai Dalam, Graduation Exercise, University of 
Malaya, Kuala Lumpur.
(Examines the role of Indian squatter women in the household, family, 
economy and politics).
CHINESE SQUATTER STUDIES
Chan, P. (1982), ‘The political economy of urban Chinese squatters in 
metropolitan Kuala Lumpur,’, In Chinese in Southeast Asia. Volume 
One.
Khoo Mei Ling (1981), A report on the squatters in Kuala Lumpur with 
special reference to Kampung Pakar, Research Report for the 
Department of Anthropology and Sociology, University of Malaya, 
Kuala Lumpur.
Krishnan Kumar Bhambri (1982), A study of squatter problems in Kuala 
Lumpur with special reference to Kampung Loke Yew squatter 
settlement, Academic Exercise, University of Malaya, Kuala Lumpur.
Kwei Kuen Ng (1983), The importance of national language in relation to 
socio-economic conditions and ethnic communication patterns - a 
preliminary survey on urban Chinese squatters, In proceedings of Asian 
Association of National Languages Conference, Kuala Lumpur.
(Focuses on Chinese squatters in Kampung Jinjang - their levels of 
educational attainment and also socio-economic backgrounds).
Lee Kiang Ng (1977), The squatter problem in Chan Sow Lin with special 
reference/ emphasis on their education: a case study of the squatters in 
Kuala Lumpur, Academic Exercise, University of Malaya, Kuala 
Lumpur.
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Lee Lan Wong (1977), Squatters in Kuala Lumpur with special reference to 
the Chan Sow Lin squatter settlement, Academic Exercise, University of 
Malaya, Kuala Lumpur.
Pirie, P. (1976), Squatter Settlements in Kuala Lumpur, In Proceedings of 
the Malaysian Economic Convention, Part One, Volume Three, Penang.
(A comparative study of four squatter settlements including:
-Kampung Muniandy (an Indian settlement);
-Kampung Chan Sow Lin (mainly Chinese settlement!:
-Kampung Haji Abdullah Hukim (Malay);
-Kampung Pandan (Malay).
Saw Sor Tin (1983), The socio-economic organization of squatters: a case 
study of Kampung Pakar, Research Report, Department of Anthropology 
and Sociology, University of Malaya, Kuala Lumpur.
Wong Kwai Cheng (1983), The socio-economic organization of a squatter 
settlement in Kuala Lumpur: a case study of Kampung Pakar, Academic 
Exercise, University of Malaya.
MALAY SQUATTER STUDIES
Azizah Kassim (1985), Politics of accommodation: a case study of Malay 
squatters in Kuala Lumpur, Ph.D thesis, University of London.
(Focuses on the political organization of Malay squatters in Kampung 
Selamat. The historical background of Malay squatters in Peninsular 
Malaysia is also examined).
Azizah Osman (1970), The squatter problem in Kuala Lumpur with special 
reference to Dato Keramat, Academic Exercise, University of Malaya, 
Kuala Lumpur.
(Dato Keramat is a major Malay squatter area comprising eight 
settlements. This study focuses on the backgrounds, demographic and 
socio-economic characteristics, of a sample of squatters in the area. It
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also challenges the notion of squatters being poverty stricken and 
discusses the viability of resettlement as a solution to the squatter 
problem).
Fauziah Che Ali (1974) Masalah setinggan di Kuala Lumpur dengan 
tumpuan khas di Kampung Kinabalu, Kampung Keramat, (Squatter 
problems in Kuala Lumpur with special reference to Kampung 
Kinabalu, Kampung Keramat), Academic Exercise, University of 
Malaya, Kuala Lumpur.
Fauziah Hanim Nordin (1983), Kemiskinan - orang Melayu di bandar: satu 
kajian kes di kawasan setinggan Kampung Sentosa, (Poverty among the 
urban Malays: A case study of squatters in Kampung Sentosa), 
Graduation Exercise, University of Malaya, Kuala Lumpur.
Ling Ta Tiun (1985), Kesuburan dan pendidikan: satu kajian terhadap 
masyarakat Melayudi Kuala Lumpur dengan tumpuan yang khusus 
terhadap kawasan petempatan orang orang Melayu di Keramat, 
(Fertility and education: a study among the Malays in Kuala Lumpur 
with special reference to Malay settlement in Keramat), Masters thesis, 
University of Malaya, Kuala Lumpur.
(Examines fertility trends and educational characteristics of Malay 
squatters in Dato Keramat).
Ishaki Shari (1977), ‘The urban poor in Kuala Lumpur’, in B.A. Mokhzani 
and Khoo Siew Mun (eds.), Some Case Studies on Poverty in Malaysia, 
Essays Presented to Ungku A. Aziz, Economics Faculty, University of 
Malaya, Kuala Lumpur.
(Focuses on the socio-economic characteristics of squatters in Kampung 
Kelantan, a Malay settlement located in the Dato Keramat area).
McTaggart, W.D. and McEachem, R. (n.d), Kampong Pandan: A Study of a 
Malay Kampong in Kuala Lumpur.
Mohd. Ali Omar (1977), Proses sosialisasi ke atas anak-anak masyarakat 
setinggan Kampung Selamat, Pantai Dalam, (Socialization of squatter 
children in Kampung Selamat, Pantai Dalam), Graduation Exercise, 
University of Malaya, Kuala Lumpur.
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Padilah Haji Ali (1984), Komuniti setinggan Melayu, Kampung Medan, 
Petaling Jaya, (Malay squatter community, Kampung Medan, Petaling 
Jaya), Bach, of Arts Dissertation, Department of Malay Studies, 
University of Malaya, Kuala Lumpur.
(Examines one Malay squatter community in the context of urban 
poverty and wider urbanization trends).
Pirie, P. (1976), Squatter Settlements in Kuala Lumpur, In Proceedings of 
the Malaysian Economic Convention, Part One, Volume Three, Penang.
(A comparative study of four squatter settlements including:
- Kampung Muniandy (an Indian settlement);
- Kampung Chan Sow Lin (mainly Chinese settlement);
- Kampung Haii Abdullah Hukim fMalav):
- Kampung Pandan (Malay).
Zulkifli Mohd. Hassan (1975), Masalah Perumahan di kawasan Kampung 
Selamat, Pantai Dalam, Kuala Lumpur, (Housing problems in Kampung 
Selamat, Kuala Lumpur), Graduation Exercise, University of Malaya, 
Kuala Lumpur.
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